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one single thread of gold 


by tonystarktrash 


Tony's answer to the final question of whether he would ever allow contact to be made prior 
to his offspring’s 18th birthday had been instinctive. Tony had checked ‘no’ and had 
clicked the end of the pen, satisfied by a job well done. A quiet voice at the back of his 
mind, the voice of his mother, had caused him to scribble over ‘no’ until the bottom of the 
page was almost entirely consumed by ink. Then, his handwriting cramped but legible, 
Tony had written yes — in case of medical emergencies or death of legal guardian(s). 


a drunken dare made six years ago leads to a phone call that changes tony stark's life. 


2022 prompt challenge 17: breaking bad news 


updates every friday 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“T think you would make a great dad,” James Rhodes blurts out, spraying droplets of Tony’s best 
scotch across the chessboard, his brown eyes wide as he blinks owlishly at Tony. 


Tony stares at the board, firelight flickering in the rounded surface of the droplets now scattered 
over the chess pieces, the fireplace crackling comfortingly in the background. The trouble with 
James Rhodes is that he’s an earnest drunk, and he always has been. Even when Rhodey was 18, he 
would bellow in Tony’s ear during a party about how he believed in Tony’s future and knew he 
could accomplish anything he put his mind to. It is incredibly heartwarming, and one of Tony’s 
favorite things about his best friend, but sometimes (like tonight), he wishes that Rhodey were a 
goofy drunk instead. He doesn’t know how the conversation has turned to having children, because 
it sure as hell hadn’t started out that way. 


Rhodey had arrived with pizza and beer a little after 6 pm, wanting to celebrate Tony’s successful 
presentation in today’s board meeting, thrilled when Tony had told him that he hadn’t once lost his 
temper during the question-and-answer period — a first, which was saying something as Tony is 
coming up on his eighth year as CEO of Stark Industries. Pizza devoured, beer abandoned in favor 
of something stronger, an hours-long foosball championship had taken place in Tony’s workshop. 
DUM-E and U had whirred curiously as Tony and Rhodey shouted curses at each other, the plastic 
soccer players cracking, the hinges creaking, the ball flying across the workshop. Rhodey had 
rubbed his victory in Tony’s face, he had been blinded by his pride and had thoughtlessly agreed to 
a game of chess afterwards. Rhodey’s cockiness had faded after the first hour, as Tony had slowly 
and studiously cleared the board, nursing a tumbler of scotch against his chest. Rhodey had even 
drifted off during Tony’s last turn, his head lolling against the couch cushion, his lips parting as a 
huge snore had ripped from the very depths of his chest, jolting Tony from his strategizing. 


Perhaps Rhodey had awoken from his doze with children on the brain, because now he’s squinting 
at Tony, his eyebrows furrowed, and Tony is wary of what Rhodey might say next. Perhaps it will 
be something embarrassing, something about Howard Stark, something that will turn Tony’s 
stomach and cause his skin to burn with shame. Something like you’re a better man than he could 
ever be, Tony, and that’s why you’d be a great dad. 


“Tt’s your turn,” Tony comments mildly, leaning back against the recliner he and Rhodey had 
dragged across the living room so that he could sit opposite Rhodey with the chess board on the 
coffee table between them. Rhodey had very emphatically refused to sit at the dining room table 
for their game. 


“What?” Rhodey frowns. 


“Your turn,” Tony repeats with a sigh, gesturing to the chess board, which he had inherited from 
his Aunt Peggy. He makes a mental note to clean it before his next match, as Rhodey’s spit is now 
seeping into the marble. 


“You’re great with Nic’s kids,” Rhodey continues as though Tony hadn’t spoken. “And you’re not 
a pushover with them, or anything,” Rhodey hiccups. His eyebrows shoot up, his right hand slaps 
against his chest as he looks around the room wildly, searching for the source of the sound. 


“That’s probably enough of that,” Tony grunts, leaning forward and snatching Rhodey’s glass from 


his slack left hand. Glancing at Rhodey with a raised eyebrow, Tony downs the rest of his drink 
and sets the glass aside. 


It’s true, he loves Rhodey’s nieces and nephews. He had been terrified when Nicole Rhodes had 
first passed him a swaddled, squalling, living, breathing human being. His palms had been sweaty. 
Once Tony was assured in the grip he had on Rhodey’s first niece, Danielle, he had furtively wiped 
his sweaty hands against the soft pink blanket wrapped around the infant. After that first 
experience, it had been easy for Tony — natural, even. Nicole has had two more children since, 
and Tony’s hands have been dry each time he had introduced himself to the curious, scrunched up 
face that had stared up at him as he cradled the baby in his arms. It had been even easier when 
Rhodey’s nieces and nephews had grown up. Tony had eagerly joined them in play, whether it was 
building perilous structures out of LEGO or dangling from a branch of the huge oak tree in Roberta 
Rhodes’ backyard, the plastic blades of lightsabers pressing against his ass and swatting at his legs 
until he finally begged for mercy. Howard Stark had detested play, he had viewed it as frivolous. 
Tony’s childhood had been one of secret keeping with his toys hidden out of his father’s sight. 


“That’s just because Nicole’s a fantastic mom,” Tony argues, scratching idly at his jaw and 
wishing he had changed the subject instead of engaging with Rhodey because the other man 
straightens up against the couch and prepares to sink his teeth into the topic. “Anyone would be 
great with her kids.” 


“No, that’s not it,” Rhodey shakes his head slowly. “What about the hospitals?” 


Tony waves his hand dismissively. “Fluff pieces for the company. I make weapons for a living, 
Rhodey. SI’s not the type of company people wake up in the morning thinking about, and if they 
do, their thoughts aren’t “Goddamn, Stark Industries is so great, I just love that son of a bitch Tony 
Stark”. Obie sends me to the hospitals to get good press.” 


And yet... There’s an easing in his chest whenever he visits Children’s Hospital Los Angeles, his 
arms aching with the weight of the box held in his hands, toys spilling out over the edge. That ease 
turns out to be peace whenever he’s offered a baby to hold, his smile soft and genuine even though 
pictures of him are being taken, but the smile is always reserved for the baby in his arms instead of 
the camera. 


“Uh huh,” Rhodey says disbelievingly. “Why not a nursing home then?” 


Tony shrugs, “I'll bring up that suggestion to Obie, okay? Pll... Fuck, I don’t know, I’ll start 
touring nursing homes, give ‘em hour-long piano concerts. Old people eat that shit up.” 


“You'd love that,” Rhodey says quietly. 
He’s right. When it comes to Tony Stark, Rhodey is almost always right. 


“That’s just because I like playing the piano,” Tony says defensively, his tone sharpening just 
enough that a slow grin spreads across Rhodey’s face. They’ ve known each other for thirteen 
years, Rhodey knows when he’s gotten under Tony’s skin, and he carves his way underneath it 
with expert, near-surgical precision. 


“Uh huh,” he says again, eyeing Tony’s tumbler of scotch instead of the board, and Tony resigns 
himself to the fact that he is going to win tonight’s match — but he had known that five moves 
ago. 


“T don’t have time for kids,” Tony says firmly, swallowing a gulp of scotch, giving Rhodey a 
knowing look. “Plus, it’s not like ’'m... in a committed relationship or anything.” 


“You can say that again,” Rhodey mutters, lazily reaching out and pushing a white piece forward 
at random. “The last one freaked me out. She had crazy eyes.” 


If that had been Rhodey’s assessment, he had played it off very well last night. He had even shaken 
Tony’s date’s hand and had engaged her in casual conversation as Tony had gone to get another 
round of drinks, blithely ignoring Obadiah Stane and his circle of shareholders on the other side of 
the ballroom. 


“She wanted to drink my blood, actually,” Tony says, shivering at the recollection. “Came at me 
with a Swiss Army Knife when I was getting a condom.” 


Rhodey looks horrified, his mouth dropping open. “She did not.” 


“Uh huh.” Tony grins. “I almost let her, too, gotta admit... It piqued my curiosity. But then...” He 
shrugs. “I don’t know, it didn’t seem sanitary.” 


“Most of the shit you do isn’t sanitary,” Rhodey grumbles. “But I’m glad that you’ ve found a line 
you aren’t willing to cross.” 


“You’re always telling me that I need to grow up,” Tony says smugly, tapping his finger against 
the glass as he raises it in a toast to Rhodey before drinking the last mouthful of whiskey. 


“You’re twenty nine,” Rhodey announces. 


“Yes,” Tony nods slowly. “Maybe you aren’t as drunk as I thought if you can remember that.” 


9 


“You’re drying up,” Rhodey intones. “You’re gonna be a childless old maid. Spinster Uncle Tony.’ 
“That’s not how that works,” Tony is returning to his original classification of Rhodey’s current 
state, which is rapidly approaching absolutely wasted. It had been wise to cut him off, if not 
overdue. Oh well, Rhodey will swear that he will never drink again tomorrow morning, as he drags 


himself across the floor to the bathroom to vomit. “I’m not going to dry up anytime soon, gumdrop, 
best believe that. I’ve got a fire hydrant in here,” Tony gives the crotch of his jeans a pat. 


“Ew,” Rhodey’s nose wrinkles, and then his eyes widen. “Oh my God.” 


“What?” Tony asks, disturbed by Rhodey’s expression which is either one of extreme 
enlightenment or complete horror. Had Maria Stark’s devout faith paid off? Is Tony going to burn 
in Hell for all the times he should have gone to confession but hadn’t? Tony slowly turns his head 
to look behind him, expecting to see the rapture taking place, or Jesus Christ himself standing in 
Tony’s Malibu mansion with a disappointed frown on his face. 


A log in the fireplace splits with a loud crack, Tony flinches at the sound, his eyes traveling the 
room. He sees nothing amiss, there is no towering shadow looming at the spiral staircase leading 
down to the workshop, there is no lumbering monster staggering out of the hallway that leads to 
his bedroom, Obadiah Stane is not standing in the kitchen with a leering smile, and Howard Stark 
is not glaring at Tony from the doorway to the foyer with his fists clenched at his sides. 


“Are you having a stroke?” Tony asks Rhodey, turning back to face his friend, his body feeling 
sluggish and foreign. He had crossed over to absolutely wasted three drinks ago. The difference 
between his drinking and Rhodey’s drinking is that Tony has been drinking this way since he was 
fourteen, while Rhodey only drinks like this when he’s with Tony. 


I'ma bad friend. 


The thought, so sudden and definite, sends Tony to his feet. He quickly lurches across the coffee 
table and collapses onto the couch beside Rhodey, grasping at his shoulder tightly. 


“Should I call 911?” 

“No...” Rhodey says slowly, his eyes narrowing at Tony. “I’ve got it.” 

“Got what?” Tony asks worriedly. “Got what?” 

“T dare you.” Rhodey says simply. 

Tony pulls his hand from Rhodey’s shoulder with a look of betrayal. “Don’t.” 


“You’ve never backed down from a dare,” Rhodey continues, a satisfied smile on his face. “Don’t 
chicken out, Stark.” 


“You haven’t even said the dare,” Tony snorts, rubbing at his jaw, his goatee rasping against his 
palm. 


Yes, he thinks, J should have cut Rhodey off from the booze after foosball. Rhodey’s dares, 
historically, are lame. Rhodey had once dared him to abide by all traffic laws when Tony had been 
driving them back to Cambridge from Manhattan. Rhodey had also once dared Tony to drink all of 
the sodas available at their favorite pizza place in Cambridge — but in one cup. These dares made 
Tony roll his eyes and complain, but he was never in danger. When Tony dared Rhodey to do 
something, however, danger was implicit. When they had broken into the nuclear reactor building 
at MIT one cold winter’s night their sophomore year, that dare had resulted in a brief stint of 
incarceration for Tony and Rhodey, which had only ended because Howard Stark had arrived to 
post their bail as the sun had started to rise. Now, Tony feels like he’s about to be on the receiving 
end of one of his own dares, and the anticipation and stirrings of fear have him shifting on the 
couch, his fingernails scratching harder against his jaw. 


“T dare you...” Rhodey begins again, his words slurring. “To be a sperm donor.” 
“What?” 
“You said you aren’t drying up,” Rhodey laughs. “So, I dare you to prove it.” 


“Let me get this straight,” Tony stares at Rhodey, his hand lowering from his jaw slowly. “You are 
daring me... to jerk off?” 


“Not here,” Rhodey exclaims, shoving Tony away from him. Tony groans as his side collides with 
the arm of the couch. 


“You just broke my ribs,” he whines, pressing his hands against his aching side. 


“No, I didn’t,” Rhodey rolls his eyes, flopping back against the couch, his head striking the other 
arm. Tony winces in sympathy, but Rhodey seems unaffected. “I’ve seen you jerk off more times 
than I would ever, ever want to.” 


“You have not,” Tony snorts. He had been very subtle in their dorm room at MIT, only risking it 
once he was certain that Rhodey was fast asleep. 


“You would jerk off every night at, like, 10:15. I had to pretend to be asleep when I realized that 
was your... scheduled thing.” 


Tony’s ears flush red, he shakes his head and looks intently at his side, still framed by his hands. 


“Anyways,” Rhodey continues with a yawn. “I’m daring you to go and donate sperm. So... you’re 
gonna jerk off at a doctor’s office, or whatever.” 


“It’s a stupid dare,” Tony says. “Rhodey, they don’t just let anyone walk in and jerk off into a cup, 
you know.” 


“You’re rich,” Rhodey counters, his eyes drifting shut, his legs extending until his feet are resting 
on Tony’s lap. “Just smack a billion dollars down on the table and they’ ll take your jizz, no 
questions asked.” 


Tony looks down at Rhodey’s feet, his fingers pinching Rhodey’s big toe viciously, which earns 
him a strong kick to his opposite side. 


“Fuck,” Tony wheezes, pushing Rhodey’s legs away so that he can tumble off the couch, his hands 
pressing his left side. “You just... I have bilateral rib fractures.” 


“Nah...” Rhodey reaches out and pats Tony’s heaving back comfortingly. “Don’t touch my feet 
again.” 


“Jesus,” Tony crawls on his hands and knees away from the couch, panting between gritted teeth. 
It might have worked, though — Tony often employs dramatics as a distraction, and as the seconds 
tick by and Rhodey’s breathing deepens, he thinks that the dare has been forgotten. 


“You'll satisfy the terms of the dare if you go through with it,” Rhodey says sleepily, and Tony 
sighs, grabbing the edge of the coffee table to haul himself onto his feet. “So... if you go and get 
rejected because... because they don’t want a short, scrawny alcoholic’s sperm, then...” He 
shrugs, rolling onto his side, his back to Tony as he makes himself comfortable on the couch. 
“Then you still win.” 


“You realize that this isn’t that difficult, right?” Tony asks Rhodey’s back. “Again, you’re daring 
me to jerk off.” 


Rhodey does not respond, except for a muffled grunt as he presses his face deeper into the couch 
cushion. 


Tony sighs and looks down at the chess board. He reaches down and shifts his knight forward, his 
body acting out the motion he had envisioned several turns ago, muscles fueled by synapses long 
since fired. His victory feels cheap and hollow. 


“Checkmate,” he mutters, turning back to Rhodey. Tony has six different guest rooms in the 
mansion, all of which are prepared for guests thanks to the devotion of Tony’s personal assistant, 
an elderly woman named Dot who has known him since birth. Rhodey has elected to pass out on 
Tony’s living room couch. 


Tony quietly pulls a throw blanket from the pile arranged in the basket beside the couch, shaking 
the blanket out before dragging it over Rhodey’s motionless body. Rhodey sighs quietly as Tony 
tucks the blanket around him, his head shifting back from the cushion just enough that Tony can 
see the corner of his mouth twitch into a small smile. 


With Rhodey taken care of, Tony slowly makes his way around the living room, collecting empty 
liquor bottles, dirty glasses, and greasy cardboard pizza boxes. Lights are turned off, J.A.R.V.LS. 
confirms that the security system is engaged, and Tony should go to bed. 


He stands in the center of the living room, moonlight spilling in from the window that extends the 
length of the room, staring down at the huge, rough waves that crash against the cliffside below. 


Tony Stark is a melancholy drunk. At parties or benefit dinners he can drink and be distracted by 
those around him. When he drinks alone, his thoughts turn dark, or — worse yet — they turn to his 
parents, to his mother and how he never said goodbye, and to his father and his fists. 


I think you’d make a great dad. 


Tony chuckles quietly, the sound humorless and despairing. He quietly pads to the alcove by the 
fireplace where his instruments are housed, wanting to distract himself with music. He ignores the 
various guitars hanging on the wall in favor of the grand piano, hoping that the soft notes will ease 
Rhodey’s sleep and grant him peaceful dreams. 


Tony settles down at the bench, cracking his knuckles, wincing at the sharp burst of pain from his 
right hand. He extends his right hand against the keys, looking down at the bruises darkening his 
knuckles in the moonlight. He had lost his grip on a missile casing and had pulled his hand back 
immediately, but it had caught him by the knuckles. The pain had been so intense that Tony was 
certain that he had severed his fingers, not trusting his eyes when blood didn’t spray across the 
workshop floor. Instead, his right hand had swelled up to the size of a cantaloupe and had stayed 
that way for two weeks. The bruises are as dark as they had been when they had first formed, but 
the swelling has gone away, and even though his movements are stiff and halting as he starts to 
play a soothing piece by Liszt, at least he’s playing. 


Maybe the kid would be okay. If I’m not there, being their father, maybe they would only benefit 
from my better attributes... I would fuck up a kid if I raised it myself, I just know it. 


Tony exhales shakily, raising his hands from the keys to press them against his face, pushing down 
on his eyelids until he sees stars. The closest he will ever get to having his own child is when he is 
holding a baby in the hospital, he’s resigned himself to that. It’s for the best. Were he to have a 
child, he would be exactly like his father — demanding, irate, occasionally violent. It would be 
foolish for him to believe otherwise... But if he wasn’t present, if the child never knew him, if 
they had a caring, attentive mother that steered them away from all the vices Tony had pursued to 
numb himself, well... Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. 


“Tt’s just jerking off into a cup, anyways,” Tony mutters to himself, standing from the piano. 
“They’ll reject you the minute they see your answers to whatever fucking paperwork you'll have to 
fill out.” 


He ambles his way to his bedroom, nearly strangling himself on his t-shirt as he wrestles it over his 
head. The mattress sinks beneath him as he falls limply onto his neatly made California king, his 
feet grappling with each other to peel his socks off, his jeans are bunched around his knees. His 
efforts to undress are half-hearted, he’s distracted by the lingering presence of his mother. Tony 
could have sworn that she was standing just behind him as he played the piano, he could feel her 
hand against his shoulder whenever he sped through a measure, her touch reminding him to slow 
down, Anthony, and enjoy the music. Maria Stark had followed him to his bedroom, and it appears 
that she will not let him sleep, not without him remembering... 


“When you have children of your own, then you’ll understand,” Maria Stark says softly, gazing at 
her son with a vague, knowing smile. 


“But I don’t want children,” a furious, red-faced six-year-old Tony Stark glares at his mother. 
“You don’t need children to know that bedtimes are stupid.” 


“Ah, tesoro,” Maria’s hand presses gently between Tony’s shoulder blades, guiding him up the 
staircase to where his bedroom awaits. “One day, you will have children. And you'll be thanking 
God when the clock finally strikes eight o’clock.” 


“T’m never having children,” Tony grumbles, allowing his mother to lift him up onto his twin bed, 
snatching his teddy bear from her hands when she picks it up from where it had been crammed 
under his pillows. 


“Oh, Anthony,” Maria Stark’s brown eyes fill with a fleeting hurt, her smile faltering. “I hope that 
you do.” She leans forward and kisses his forehead gently, her hand smoothing curls of brown hair 
back from his skin. “You’re my greatest joy. I'd want you to feel that joy too, more than anything.” 


“Fine,” Tony sighs, the head of his teddy bear wedged under his chin as he settles back against the 
pillows, his eyelids drooping. “But I’m only having one.” 


“You should be happy, Mamma,” Tony mutters into his pillows, his hands slackening around the 
duvet, his jeans finally falling to the floor. “You might have dozens of grandchildren... But I guess 
youll never know them. And neither will I.” 


He tries for a smile then, his lips contorting, his teeth cutting into the inside of his cheeks. When 
that fails, he laughs — a terrible, wretched sound that chokes out of him, and then the house is 
silent. 


Chapter End Notes 


hold out your hand, i need to give you something, okay? okay... this is a grain of salt. i 
need you to carry it with you when you read this fic © 


as the old saying goes, please leave me a comment i'm very lonely 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


From the moment Tony walks into California Cryobank, he curses James Rhodes’ name. His best 
friend had been right, again. The man at the front desk recognizes him immediately as Tony 
lingers on the welcome mat, his hands fumbling with his sunglasses. He nearly drops them but 
manages to shove them into his pocket, the arms digging into the tense muscles of his thigh. The 
brief burst of pain distracts him from the anxiety he has been feeling since J.A.R.V.LS. had 
reminded him of this appointment as Tony had been munching happily on a bowl of Frosted 
Flakes. 


“Mr. Stark,” the handsome, dark-haired super model looking son of a bitch greets him with a 
picture-perfect smile. “You’re early.” 


“Not often, and only when it counts,” Tony says with a matching smile, but his feels forced in 
comparison. He swears the other man can somehow detect the fact he had had braces when he was 
fifteen — are they going to ask me if I’ve had braces? 


“My name’s Stetson,” the man says, and a muscle twitches in Tony’s jaw — of course it is. I 
fucking hate Los Angeles. “We’ ve got quite a bit of paperwork for you to fill out this morning, but 
don’t worry, we’ve brought in an entire team to analyze your responses so that you can make your 
donation as fast as possible. We plan to get you out of here by lunch.” 


“Great,” Tony’s voice is cool, as though this appointment is an inconvenience, which it is. But he’s 
looking forward to seeing Rhodey’s face when he tells him that he jerked off in this disgustingly 
modern building, with its furniture that seems to consist entirely of sharp angles, and its possibly 
extraterrestrial staff. “Lead the way, Stetson.” 


The exam room is marginally more comfortable than the lobby, but that’s only because there’s a 
neat stack of porn magazines on a small end table beside the lounge chair in the center of the room 
and a television hanging on the wall opposite. Tony questions his ability to get an erection, let 
alone maintain one to completion, as he gazes at the butcher paper covering the worn leather of the 
lounge chair. 


“Tt’s quite a bit,” Stetson repeats with an apologetic smile, procuring a clipboard that is holding 
what appears to be an entire ream of paper. Tony is surprised that the clipboard hasn’t snapped 
under the strain. “When you’re done, leave the paperwork in the tray hanging on the wall outside 
of the door, and then just make yourself comfortable. Pll provide you with a sample cup when 
we’ re ready for you.” 


Butcher paper on lounge chairs and sample cups. Definitely not going to get hard in this room. 
Jesus, is that Playboy from 1984? Tony would know, he’s quite the connoisseur. Instead of inching 
to the end table to inspect the crumpled, stained magazine, he accepts the clipboard with another 
smile. 


“T’d better get started on this if I want to get out of here before next year,” Tony lowers himself 
down onto the lounge chair, the crinkling paper practically deafening him. He rests the clipboard 
on his lap, accepts the offered pen (silver, comfortably heavy, with California Cryobank inscribed 
in white — disappointingly lacking a sperm and egg motif), and nods to Stetson as he leaves the 
room. 


Tony wrenches his cellphone from his pocket, barely able to contain his laughter, and pulls up his 
message thread with Rhodey. The plastic keys of his cellphone’s keyboard creak and groan, the 
buttons worn from Tony’s frantic, blurring thumbs. 


THIS IS THE WORST THING YOU HAVE EVER ASKED ME TO DO. A MAN NAMED STETSON 
JUST GAVE ME THOUSANDS OF PIECES OF PAPERWORK TO FILL OUT. THIS IS NOT 
SEXY. TONY JR. IS NOT GOING TO EXIST. 


Rhodey’s reply has Tony giggling, the sound manic. 
Don’t count your chickens before they hatch. Badum tiss. Fertility humor. Good luck, dickhead! 


At first, flipping idly through the stack of paper, Tony wishes that his assistant was here to fill it 
out for him. Then, a question catches his eye. 


Have you ever used recreational or illicit drugs (cocaine, marijuana, LSD, heroin, 
barbiturates, narcotics, opiates, amphetamines, hallucinogens, tranquilizers, PCP, steroids, 
etc.)? 


His answer to that would likely send Dot into her grave. Tony rarely allows himself to think deeply 
about his past indiscretions, but staring at that question, this stops being a stupid dare from his best 
friend. Obadiah would kill him if he knew that Tony was doing this, no matter how confidential 
this disclosure of information supposedly is. 


“T should get the fuck out of here,” Tony tells himself, returning to the first page. It’s an 
introductory questionnaire, with check boxes for yes or no — wonderfully low effort. Hoping his 
child doesn’t inherit his affinity for impulsivity, Tony’s eyes narrow as he starts to read, the pen 
hovering over the paper. 


Are you in generally good health? 
“Starting off strong,” Tony mutters, ticking ‘yes’. 


In the past 5 years, have you had sexual contact with a man who has had sexual contact, 
either anal or oral, with another man? 


“Maybe not so strong,” Tony exhales through gritted teeth, ticking ‘yes’. 


His hand is cramping by the time he’s finished the stack of paperwork, his vision is swimming, and 
the last thing he wants to do is masturbate. Hefting the clipboard in his aching hands, he gets to his 
feet on numb legs and shuffles over to the door. Shouldering it open, he looks up and down the 
empty hallway, squinting from the harshness of the fluorescent lighting, and slides the clipboard 
into the plastic wall file beside the door. Some of the questions had made him feel like a criminal 
— namely when he had been forced to detail the drug use of his wild youth, while the questions 
about his family had depressed him. He had run out of room when writing about his mother’s skills 
as a pianist, he had even been mostly positive about his father — Howard Stark’s legacy as a 
genius, inventor, and American hero was hard to disparage on paper. 


Tony supposes not everything he had written about himself today had been bad. Yes, donor height 
had given him pause, during which he had been tempted to put 6’0” but had instead scribbled 5’9” 
with a sheepish grin. But detailing his intellect, his education, his handiness, and creativity — that 
had been quite gratifying. Halfway through the paperwork, he had set the clipboard on the end 
table and had leaned back in the lounge chair, covering his eyes with his hand as he tried to 
imagine the reaction of a prospective mother to his profile as a sperm donor. He thinks, possibly, 


that the good just might outweigh the bad. 


As he sits and waits for his sample cup, leaning forward on the lounge chair with his hands clasped 
tightly between his knees, Tony wonders if his answer to one of the last few questions had been a 
major mistake — ignoring the fact that this entire endeavor is a major mistake. He had been asked 
whether he would ever want future offspring to know his identity. Gnawing on the end of the pen, 
Tony had scanned over the possible answer choices and had checked off the box beside ID 


Disclosure. Upon their igh birthday, his child (children?) would be presented with their father’s 
identifying information after they had signed a non-disclosure agreement. Perhaps Obadiah would 
at least kill him quickly thanks to the NDA. 


His answer to the final question of whether he would ever allow contact to be made prior to his 


offspring’s 18" birthday had been instinctive. Tony had checked ‘no’ and had clicked the end of the 
pen, satisfied by a job well done. A quiet voice at the back of his mind, the voice of his mother, 
had caused him to scribble over ‘no’ until the bottom of the page was almost entirely consumed by 
ink. Then, his handwriting cramped but legible, Tony had written yes — in case of medical 
emergencies or death of legal guardian(s). 


At least fifteen minutes go by, and the longer he sits on the lounge chair, the more comfortable it 
becomes. He’s even willing to forgive the butcher paper. Tony is halfway through the vintage copy 
of Playboy when the door opens. He makes no attempt to shove the magazine off his lap, figuring 
that the staff of California Cryobank would find his academic perusal of the magazine to be just 
another day in the office. 


“Well, Mr. Stark, we’ ve reviewed your paperwork...” Stetson has returned, and in his hand is a 
small plastic sample cup, its lid bright purple. “Now it’s time for the easiest part of the process.” 
He hands Tony the cup, a satchet of wet wipes, and a sample pouch of moisturizer. Tony grimaces 
and sets everything on his lap, eyeing the antibacterial wet wipes with a slight frown. 


“Just to minimize cross-contamination,” Stetson offers helpfully. “Is there anything that I can get 
for you?” 


“A hand?” Tony tips his head back and raises an eyebrow at Stetson, who laughs but doesn’t blush. 
“T get that a lot, believe it or not. I’m afraid you’re on your own there.” 
“Where do I put it when I’m done?” 


“There,” Stetson points behind Tony at a metal cabinet built into the back wall. “A technician will 
be in the other room and will have access to the sample cabinet — don’t worry, these walls are 
very well insulated. We’ll run a few tests on your donation. Motility, volume, that sort of thing. [ll 
be back with a brief summary of the results, and you’ll be good to go.” 


“How will they know when I’m — well, am I supposed to go into the hallway and... I don’t know, 
shout that there’s fresh semen in the cabinet?” 


Stetson tips his head back and laughs, the sound deep and rich — and he is handsome. If the copies 
of Playboy don’t do it for him, or if he finds the porn selection on the television lacking, Tony 
supposes that he could use Stetson as inspiration. 


“No, no need for that, Mr. Stark. The cabinet has a motion activated sensor. The technician will be 
notified when something has been placed inside. Whenever you feel comfortable, open the door to 
the hallway, that way I'll know that I’m not disturbing you before you’ re ready for the results.” 


“Sure,” Tony drags his thumb along the outside of the lid of the cup, feeling it give and start to 
loosen. “Well... Guess I'll see you on the other side.” 


“If you have any problems with your sample, feel free to come to the front desk and I'll check you 
out. We can always have you come back another day, and it’ll be quick since you’ ve filled out the 
paperwork. The only stipulation would be abstinence from masturbation and sex for three days, just 
like you had to do for today’s appointment.” 


“No thanks,” Tony says gruffly. “That was the most challenging thing I’ve had to do since 
finishing my dissertation.” 


“T hear that one a lot, too,” Stetson tells him with a smile, gently shutting the door behind him. 


“Guess I’m not original enough for you, Stetson,” Tony mutters to himself, ripping open the 
satchet of wipes and dragging the cold fabric over his hands. He sets the used wipe onto the end 
table and then pauses. Am I supposed to use that on my dick? Probably not, right? It was cold. He 
picks up the wipe again, looking down at the zipper of his jeans. 


“No,” Tony decides, crushing the wipe into a ball and tossing it aside. He removes the lid of the 
cup and rests it between his thighs, resisting the urge to scratch at the back of his neck, which feels 
hot and itchy. /t’s just jerking off for God’s sake. Why are you nervous? 


Tony tugs his zipper down, gripping the cup with one hand and struggling with his jeans with the 
other. With his jeans around his ankles, he frowns down at his boxers, sensing no signs of life, 
which is a problem he rarely has. 


“Okay,” he mutters, tearing open the packet of moisturizer, giving it a cursory sniff. It’s unscented, 
which he supposes is better than smearing vanilla bean scented lubricant on his dick. Setting the 
packet aside, he reaches for another magazine, searching for one that is less than twenty years old. 


Sighing, he flips through the pages, hearing the fluorescent lights buzzing loudly above him. He’s 
sweating, his shirt is sticking to his back, the butcher paper is crinkling beneath him as he shifts 
uncomfortably — and after a few tentative strokes between his thighs, he’s prepared to throw in the 
towel and head for the hallway. 


“Tt’s this fucking room,” Tony mutters angrily, knocking the magazine to the floor and pulling his 
hand from his boxers. “This fucking room and this fucking cup...” 


He’ll have the same problem with the television, so he doesn’t bother trying it. Instead, he leans 
back against the chair and does something that he does best — he thinks. He’s uncomfortable with 
his surroundings, that’s all, so he’ ll simply have to make them more comfortable. Tony kicks out 
of his jeans and crosses the room to the door, flicking the light switch and exhaling softly when he 
is suddenly immersed in darkness. He navigates the windowless room by memory and lowers 
himself onto his knees in front of the lounge chair, his back resting against it. That minimizes any 
crinkling of the paper, and once he’s pulled his bundled jeans under his knees, the position isn’t 
too uncomfortable. Tony inhales deeply, counting to ten and holding his breath before exhaling for 
ten seconds, his heart settling down from the frantic beat it had been stuck in since entering this 
building. 


When all else fails, there’s always his imagination. Tony tenses slightly as he slips his hand back 
into his boxers, his touch idle now, exploratory. He’s less focused on his motions, settling into a 
daydream he’s cultivated ever since he was a teen. 


Tony needs some air. The ballroom is heaving with guests, celebrities and politicians desperate for 


five seconds of conversation with the recently discovered Captain America. Tony hates things like 
this, he’s used to people groveling and lying to his face, he finds it even more distasteful when he’s 
a witness to the same slavering focused on someone else. He had pushed his way through the clot 
of people crowding around Captain America and had found his way to the balcony doors, grateful 
for the cool night air and silence that he finds once he shuts the doors behind him. 


Tony leans against the marble balcony railing, looking up at the night sky instead of at Los 
Angeles beneath him, and starts to search for constellations — which is difficult, thanks to the 
smog and light pollution. After a few minutes of quiet searching, he’s oriented himself, his gaze 
slowly tracing along Cepheus. 


“Nice night,” Steve Rogers says from the balcony doors, the dull roar of the party spilling out into 
the night, disturbing Tony’s peace. He seems to sense the way Tony tenses and quickly shuts the 
doors, stepping further into the moonlight, his golden hair cast silver. “You know, I keep meaning 
to stop by the Griffith Observatory.” 


“It’s one of my favorite places,” Tony admits quietly, his hands grasping tightly at the railing, his 
back to Steve. “Sky’s pretty shit tonight, but you should go before you leave, anyways. It’s a 
gorgeous building.” 


“T figured you'd be all about the party,” Steve says as he stands beside Tony, his large hands 
resting idly on the balcony railing, his head tipping back as he looks up at the sky. Tony’s eyes 
dart to his left, roaming over the other man’s strong, square jaw, the strands of hair that have 
escaped from his neat military style and slipped over his forehead, the bulge of his Adam’s apple, 
the way it shifts as Steve swallows. The rest of his body is hidden from Tony by his uniform, a 
near-perfect restoration that Tony had overseen himself while Steve had recovered from his 
hibernation in the ice. 


“Guess you don’t know much about me at all,” Tony mutters, pulling his gaze away, his fingers 
digging into the marble until they start to ache. 


“You’re right,” Steve replies easily. “But I’d like to know — about you, I mean.” 


Tony shrugs, his heart pounding in his chest. “You know more than anyone in there knows, at 
least. To them, I’m just Howard Stark’s son.” 


“And the man who found Captain America,” Steve says quietly. 
“Yeah, but...” Tony shakes his head. “Did he even want to be found?” 


Steve is silent, but Tony swears that he’s inched closer to him, because Steve’s shoulder is now 
brushing against Tony’s. 


“Tf I could take it back, I would, you know,” Tony mutters, scraping his thumbnail against the 
marble. “If I’'d known how much you’d — well, hate it. Being here, in the present. And how much 
you’d hate me.” 


“You?” Steve blinks, his blue eyes wide, and it’s not fair that his eyelashes are that long — or that 
he blushes so prettily, because now Tony can’t stop looking at his lips when he’s supposed to be 
looking into Steve’s eyes. “Tony, I don’t hate you. You saved my life.” 


Tony lifts one hand to brush Steve’s words aside, stumbling backward a step when Steve’s larger 
hand clasps around his, holding it in midair. 


“T never thanked you,” Steve’s voice lowers, his thumb brushing gently against the back of Tony’s 


knuckles. 


“You don’t — you don’t —” Tony can’t get the words out, Steve’s grip on his hand is firm, just 
enough to keep Tony from pulling free, but his touch is tender. “I don’t —” 


“Will you let me thank you?” Steve tilts his head, looking at Tony with a slight smile, though his 
eyes keep darting down to Tony’s lips. 


Tony glances at the balcony doors, his free hand reaching for his bowtie, certain that the fabric 
has transformed into a noose — he can’t breathe properly, he feels lightheaded, and Steve Rogers 
is holding his hand. There’s a moment of relief and disappointment when Steve releases his hand, 
but then Steve’s hands are resting at Tony’s waist, and his lips brush over Tony’s. Tony’s hand 
spasms against his throat, the silk of his bowtie slipping between his fingers, but the noose loosens 
and he can breathe. 


Tony bursts into flames. It’s the only explanation for the sudden rush of symptoms he’s 
experiencing — his skin is burning, the hair on the back of his neck is prickling, goosebumps erupt 
over the skin of his forearms and back despite the tuxedo jacket and dress shirt he’s wearing, his 
knees are weak, and his heart has exploded in his chest. His blood is on fire, he is burning alive, 
and Steve Rogers is kissing him. Steve Rogers is kissing him. 


Tony’s hands raise and grasp at Steve’s broad back, the course fabric of his uniform wrinkling 
between Tony’s curled fingers. The balcony railing presses hard against the small of Tony’s back, 
but he ignores the pain and leans back against it, encouraging Steve to press closer to him, which 
he does. He’s fantasized about Captain America thousands of times, but there’s too much detail for 
this to be a daydream. Steve’s chest is hard and unyielding against Tony’s, the muscles of his back 
shift under Tony’s hands, a quiet murmur leaving him as Tony’s hands start to roam. Steve sighs 
against Tony’s mouth when his slender fingers sink into blonde hair, cropped too short for Tony to 
get a decent grip, but he doesn’t give a damn — the strands are soft, but so fine, he shivers at the 
sensation as he splays his fingers and cradles the back of Steve’s head. 


Steve’s lips are soft, he tastes of spearmint — Tony hasn’t seen him drink all night, and Tony would 
know, he had been haunting the open bar for most of the night. Tony is vaguely aware that 
someone is moaning. Steve’s tongue is hot against his, Tony is pulling him closer, and as a louder 
moan slips past his parted lips, Tony realizes that he’s making those sounds. 


“Jesus,” Steve mutters, his teeth sinking into Tony’s bottom lip, Tony’s fingernails scraping 
against his scalp, his hips pitching forward unthinkingly. “Make that sound again.” 


“What sound?” Tony pants, his facetious grin short-lived. Steve’s right hand unbuttons his tuxedo 
jacket and sweeps down his trembling abdomen. 


“Oh, fuck,” Tony breathes, his eyes closing tightly when he feels Steve’s callused fingers slip under 
the waist of his trousers and drag over his heated skin. 


“That one,” Steve says into Tony’s mouth, his hand wrapping around Tony’s erection through the 
fabric of his briefs. 


Tony doesn’t give a damn that anyone could see them should they glance over at the balcony doors 
— in fact, a thrill races down his spine, his toes curling in his shoes, at the thought of someone 
seeing Captain America do this to him. 


“Please,” Tony says breathlessly, groaning when Steve’s fingers spread through the slit in his 
briefs. Steve hums against Tony’s mouth, cupping his hand between Tony’s thighs, his touch 


curious. Tony swallows a whimper when Steve’s hand wraps around him, his rhythm slow, his 
hand applying an even pressure that is maddening. “Fuck, please, I need —” 


“What do you need, Stark?” Steve’s voice rumbles in his ear. Tony bites down against his swollen 
bottom lip as Steve’s tongue trails along his earlobe, nearly losing control of himself, desire coiled 
tight in the pit of his stomach, whimpering with each steady pass of Steve’s hand. 


“Just — fuck, just a little —” 
“Like this?” Steve asks, tightening his grip, his thumb glancing over sensitive, slick flesh. 
“Yes,” Tony shudders. “Don’t stop.” 


“Don’t stop, what?” Steve’s hand stills. Tony feels tears pricking in his eyes. He pulls his other 
hand from Steve’s back, his fingers trembling, and grasps at Steve’s hand between his thighs. His 
eyes open Slowly to meet Steve’s gaze, his pupils blown, and sighs as Steve’s hand moves with his. 


“Please,” Tony says harshly, his hips stuttering forward. “Please, Captain America, don’t stop.” 


“That’s it,” Steve’s voice softens, his other hand cupping Tony’s cheek gently, tipping his head up 
so that Steve can kiss him deeply. “Come on, Stark.” Steve twists his wrist and applies the slightest 
bit of additional pressure, and Tony moans Steve’s name as he comes. 


Panting, Tony rests his forehead against Steve’s shoulder, his hand slipping from Steve’s mussed 
hair to cup the nape of his neck, his other hand stroking over Steve’s wrist. Tony shivers at the heat 
of Steve’s breath against his ear. 


“Thank you,” Steve murmurs. 


“Fuck,” Tony groans lowly, his eyes opening just enough to locate the cup, spilling into it with a 
shuddering sigh. Leaning back against the chair, his thighs aching, he wrenches his legs out from 
underneath him until they are splayed out in front of him. Sweat courses down his chest, he can’t 
catch his breath, and he can smell spearmint. Once his heart rate has slowed and his vision is no 
longer spotting, he sets the cup down beside him and staggers to his feet. Several seconds of frantic 
searching takes place before he locates the light switch, cursing loudly as the fluorescents flash to 
life immediately, his eyes watering. His eyes dart between the cup on the floor and the few 
unfortunate spatters glistening on the linoleum — he feels embarrassed and nearly pauses to clean 
up the mess, but then he remembers his entire reason for jerking off into a cup. Muttering under his 
breath, Tony ensures the lid is tightly screwed on, his fingers shaking, and shoves the cup into the 
cabinet onto one of the three empty shelves. 


“Fuck,” Tony says again, leaning back against the door to ensure that it is shut, enjoying the blast 
of cold air that had rushed out of the small, refrigerated cabinet. “Well... it’s been a while, but 
Captain America’s still got it.” 


He starts to laugh then, his cheeks burning, and crosses the room to the sink. Tony washes his 
hands until they feel rubbed raw, satisfied when he notices that he’s managed to remove the last, 
pesky smudge of motor oil out from under his right thumbnail — he’d been sure that it had 
fossilized as it’s been darkening his thumb for the past three months. With his lips set into a firm 
line, he wipes up the mess on the floor with a damp piece of paper towel. He’d done a decent job, 
considering the fact that he had forgotten about the cup when, suddenly, his hand had transformed 
into Steve Rogers’. He makes a mental note to add Captain America’s uniform gloves to his next 
performance and tosses the paper towel into the trash. 


Tony gets dressed quickly, pausing to shake out his jeans and hold them in front of him for several 
moments so that he can search for any stains. Satisfied that no one will know what he was up to 
once he walks out of this building, he washes his face in the sink until his skin feels cool against 
the back of his hand and then he opens the door to the hallway a crack. 


Settling onto the lounge chair with one leg crossed over his other knee, Tony is the picture of 
boredom by the time Stetson enters the room. 


“Great news, Mr. Stark,” the man says, not looking up at Tony, his attention focused on the 
clipboard in his hands. “I’ve got the results of your semen analysis here. Your volume of ejaculate 
is above average —” 


“T knew I should have gone into porn,” Tony says petulantly, resting his chin against his hand. “No 
mutants?” 


“No, no mutants,” Stetson glances up at him with a smile. “Morphologically normal, I’m afraid. 
Guess Stark Industries’ R&D department might have a new project by the end of the day.” 


“Sperm with two tails would certainly help you guys out here.” 


“You’re not wrong there,” Stetson nods. “You might run into some trouble with — I don’t know, 
the FDA? Anyways, like I said, 7 milliliters of ejaculate —” 


“Woo,” Tony says, his other hand patting against his thigh to give a quiet, polite round of applause. 


“You should save your applause for this one, really,” Stetson says, his eyebrows furrowing as he 
reads. “250 million sperm per milliliter. You’re very fertile.” 


“That’s actually not something I ever want to hear,” Tony grins, getting to his feet, figuring that 
the appointment is finally over. “Hopefully Pll never have to deal with the consequences of that. 
Anyways, is that it? I’m free to go?” 


“Well, no, that’s not everything. There’s motility, and pH, and —” Stetson lifts his head to look at 
Tony with a slight frown, noticing the way he’s shifting impatiently on his feet. “I can get you a 
copy of the report if you want to look it over in your own time? I also have to ask if you’d like to be 
contacted should your donation be used.” 


“Absolutely not,” Tony says quickly. “To both questions. And I doubt you'll use it, anyways, it’s 
not exactly coming from the best source.” He breathes in deeply as he steps into the hallway, 
wanting to sprint to the front door, throw himself into his Audi, and never look back. I hope I can 
Jack off without thinking about this. Otherwise that'll suck. 


“Alright, well,” Stetson seems slightly perturbed by Tony’s eagerness to escape. “If there’s nothing 
else I can get for you, I can lead you back to the lobby.” 


“T know the way,” Tony says over his shoulder, halfway down the hallway. “Can I make one 
suggestion?” 


“TI — sure, I guess. I'll pass on any... constructive criticism to the appropriate department.” 


“Ditch the butcher paper. Felt like a doctor was about to come in, grab my balls, and ask me to 
cough — and not a sexy doctor. Hell, a vinyl cover would be better than the paper.” 


Feeling as though he has done his good deed for the day — not by donating, but by improving the 
experience of future sperm donors, Tony whistles lowly to himself as he steps out into the parking 


lot. He pulls his keys from his pocket, frowning when his fingers find the California Cryobank pen 
he had unthinkingly stolen. He tosses it into the center console of the Audi as he twists the keys in 
the ignition. 


He wedges his cellphone against his ear with his shoulder, revving the engine, the seat vibrating 
beneath him as the car shudders. 


“How was it?” Rhodey asks by way of greeting. Tony can hear the smile in his voice, picturing 
Rhodey’s brown eyes alight with humor as well as an edge of curiosity. “Did you — well —” 


“Yeah, I jizzed into a tiny cup in an exam room. You’ll be very pleased to know that I’m a perfect, 
virile man who produces an above average amount of ejaculate.” 


“Gross,” Rhodey laughs, “that’s so fucking nasty. Why can’t you just be normal?” 


“Ah, but where’s the fun in that?” Tony lowers the window, wind billowing through his hair, the 
sun high in the sky. It’s a perfect day, the sky so blue and clear of clouds, a day too perfect to 
become enraged by Los Angeles traffic. He hadn’t asked J.A.R.V.I.S. for a surf forecast when he 
had woken up, but Tony decides that he’ll throw on his wetsuit as soon as he gets home and head 
for the sea. 


“So, are you gonna go back?” 


“Not on your life. They aren’t going to use it, anyways, I had to write about all my little dalliances 
with illicit substances. There were some pretty fucked questions about my sexual history, too,” 
Tony frowns, slamming down on the brakes as someone pulls out in front of him, his grip 
tightening on the steering wheel. “Who gives a shit, I did your little dare. ’ ve come up with one 
for you, too.” 


“No, no, no,” Rhodey says quickly. “That’s not how this is supposed to work, it isn’t a reciprocal 
thing.” 


“Are you backing down from a dare?” Tony asks with a raised eyebrow. 


“No, I’m not,” Rhodey sighs. “Fine. What is it? Wait, you can’t dare me to do the exact same 
thing —” 


“T’m not going to, Christ, Rhodey, let me finish.” 
“Apparently you just did.” 


“Oh, good one,” Tony laughs dryly. “Really good one. Definitely one for the books. God, we 
might finally be on page two of the Times Rhodey Made Me Laugh journal. And anyways, you’d 
be the perfect sperm donor. You’re like an angel from above, athletic, smart, good looking. Maybe 
I should dare you.” 


“Nah, Mom’s gonna want to know her grandchildren. Though I think she’s had enough of them.” 


“Don’t let her hear you say that,” Tony advises, “or she will kill you. Anyways, I might be doing 
her a favor with my dare on that front. I dare you to ask your eleventh-grade language arts teacher 
out to dinner this week.” 


“Mrs. Burke? Tony — Tony, she’s probably sixty by now.” 


“Yeah, and married, but who said this was a date? I just said dinner.” 


“She’s divorced,” Rhodey says quickly, too quickly. Tony’s eyebrows furrow, he adjusts the phone 
against his ear, his fingers drumming against the steering wheel as traffic starts to ease, LA 
growing smaller in his rearview mirror. 


“How do you know that? How do you know that? Have you been looking her up?” Rhodey is 
silent, Tony lets out a bark of delighted laughter. “You have, haven’t you? Oh my God, you still 
have the hots for her! Weren’t you her favorite student?” 


“Yeah,” Rhodey says roughly. “But that doesn’t — come on, really?” 
“Really. Dinner, this week.” 
“But she’s in Boston,” Rhodey complains. “I can’t just go AWOL, Tony.” 


“Time to cash in on a little shore leave, Rhodey,” Tony suggests. “Unless you want to lose. And 
like I said, it’s just dinner. Bet she says yes.” 


“You’re an asshole,” Rhodey snaps. “But fine, [Il ask her to dinner.” 


“And if she says no, the dare will still be satisfied,” Tony says, showing Rhodey immense mercy. 
“Where are you today, anyways?” 


“Edwards,” Rhodey sighs. “About to head up with a few rookies, actually.” Most people would 
complain about training new airmen, but not Rhodey. Rhodey found great satisfaction in teaching, 
and in learning something new from his trainees, which happened rarely — Tony wouldn’t tell 
Rhodey this, but he has a feeling that hell end up running the goddamn Air Force by the time he’s 
forty. 


“Stop by tonight,” Tony’s foot presses against the accelerator, the speedometer’s needle inching 
higher and higher, the engine purring as the dark grey Audi weaves between cars. “We have to plan 
out your date.” 


“Fuck you,” Rhodey laughs. “Fine. P’ll see you tonight, Pops.” 
“T am not — do not call me that!” 
Tony sighs as the dial tone blares in his ear, tossing the phone onto the passenger seat. 


“Nothing’s going to come of it,” he mutters to himself, hoping to soothe away the anxiety and fear 
that had overwhelmed him when Rhodey had called him Pops, as if he was already someone’s 
father. As if he would ever be a father. “And even if something does...” Tony exhales as the 
Pacific Ocean comes into view, the Audi reaching 90 miles per hour. “Even if something does, 
youll probably never know.” 


Chapter End Notes 


surprisingly enough, those questions are taken directly from a sperm donation 
questionnaire — thus the clunky language lol. in reality, due to his answers, tony 
would be rejected as a sperm donor... but this is why i have given you the grain of salt. 
are you holding on to it? 


good. updates every friday :) 


Chapter 3 


It feels strange to be in Italy without his mother. Every time he walks past a cathedral, Tony looks 
to his right, expecting to see his mother wandering over to the church so that she can slip inside and 
say a prayer. When he orders gelato, he order his mother’s favorite first (raspberry) before his own 
(stracciatella). Happy Hogan has grown very fond of raspberry gelato, and even when Tony 
actively reminds himself that his mother is not with him as he steps over the threshold of a 
gelateria, he makes the same mistake every time. 


By traveling to Genoa instead of Sorrento, Tony had thought that he would be able to minimize 
these thoughts of his mother and her family — avoiding the Carbonell family land outside of 
Sorrento had been a foolproof plan when had been in Malibu. Except his mother is everywhere in 
this country, his mother is there when he opens his mouth and speaks a language he misses terribly 
and rarely uses back in California. Tony knows he will never return to Italy, it hurts too much. He 
had traveled here seeking comfort after the past two months he had spent grinding out a working 
prototype for Stark Industries’ latest creation, the Jericho missile, but has only found pain and a 
yearning homesickness. 


He's tried his best to enjoy himself. He has eaten so much seafood in the past two weeks that he’s 
surprised that he hasn’t grown gills. Every time he steps into the Mediterranean, he expects to sink 
like a stone from all the weight he has gained due to his ceaseless consumption of pesto pasta and 
gelato. At night, he sits out on the balcony of his hotel and looks out at the sea, steadily making his 
way through a bottle of red wine until he dozes off. Church bells wake him in the morning, his eyes 
sticky with sleep, his mouth as dry as a desert, but the Mediterranean is there to wish him good 
morning — and with it, his mother, in the form of a dark-haired woman hurrying down the street 
below his balcony. 


Tony is beginning to think that he might never be happy no matter where he vacations. Even now, 
sprawled out on a towel, the sand warm beneath his back, the sun beating down on him, he’s 
melancholy. He should have brought a drink with him down to the beach but had figured that 
swimming drunk wouldn’t be the wisest idea. Now that he’s finished swimming, his hair curling 
and crusted with a light film of salt, he thinks that tanning would be more enjoyable with an Aperol 
spritz. He sighs, raising one hand to nudge his sunglasses against his face, grains of sand spilling 
onto his cheek. 


He is not upset about his most recent breakup, which still feels raw despite having happened 
shortly after his thirty fifth birthday, several months ago. Tony Stark does not get upset about 
breakups, they are commonplace, he is the one doing the breaking up. But not this time — no, this 
time, he had been dumped, and while he knows that he deserved it, a part of him wants to call 
Rumiko up and beg her to take him back. That’s why he had left his cellphone back in Malibu, 
knowing that Happy Hogan would not lend him his should Tony succumb to a moment of 
desperation. He and Ru had almost made it six months, things had been delightfully lowkey. The 
public hadn’t even caught on, but that’s because he and Ru maintained their image of professional 
rivals, snarky with each other at galas and ceremonies, Ru’s upper lip curling with disgust when 
she saw him, the cameras flashing. In a hallway at whatever gala or ceremony they were both 
purposefully ignoring each other at, behind a well-placed potted plant, her lips would part against 
his, she would sigh his name and tease the curls at the nape of his neck. Tony almost thought that 
she was the one. Which is ridiculous, because he doesn’t believe in the one, he doesn’t even 
believe in love. Whatever Ru felt for him, whether it really was love or not, it hadn’t been enough 
in the face of his alcoholism and obsession with work. 


“Why, Tony? Why do you work so hard on things that you hate?” She had asked him, a tear 
slipping down her cheek despite her best efforts to appear calm and collected. He had reached out 
to wipe that tear away, but she had batted his hand away before he could touch her. 


“T have to do it, Ru,” he had said, his voice low and soothing, certain that this was just another 
little spat they could sort out by talking, and if not by talking, then definitely with sex. “What the 
fuck else am I supposed to do? Stark Industries is a weapons company. What, you want me to go 
into tech like Fujikawa Industries? I’d be dead in the water.” 


Rumiko’s dark eyes had narrowed at him, her fingers had dragged against the back of his hand, 
following the rise and fall of his veins, coasting over cuts and bruises, and then she had pulled her 
hand away. 


“You’re going to kill yourself, Tony, with the way that you live. And I can’t live like that.” 


“So this is it?” Tony had asked, his face twisting with anger, his heart aching. “You’re ending 
things?” 


“Tf I don’t do it now, it’ll only happen next week, or the week after that...” A few more tears had 
fallen, but Rumiko Fujikawa had made no move to wipe them from her cheeks, looking at him 
searchingly, soaking in every last detail. “I love you, Tony, but I don’t think you'll ever be able to 
love me. Or anyone. Not until things change.” 


“Until what changes?!” Tony had followed her to the front door of his Malibu mansion, his pulse 
pounding at his temples, his voice cracking — he was the picture of desperation, and he hated 
himself. “Come on, Ru, don’t leave. Please.” 


“T’m sorry, Tony,” she had said, pausing in the doorway and turning to face him, her eyes meeting 
his. “I’m sorry,” she had murmured, leaning in and kissing him softly, her hand cradling his 
cheek. “You really are a wonderful guy,” her forehead had pressed against his, her eyes closing as 
she savored the warmth of his skin, the touch of his hands against her sides as he held her close. 
“Goodbye.” 


And then she was gone, and Tony was furious, miserable, and alone. 


He had traded thoughts of Rumiko Fujikawa for thoughts of Maria Stark — he would never truly 
be able to get away, because his mind would always be with him. Not for the first time, Tony 
wishes he could pop the top of his skull off, reach a hand inside of his cranium, and give his brain 
a good scramble. Maybe that would bring about the change Ru had said that he needed, maybe he 
would stop drinking, maybe he would finally forget about that fateful December night that had 
changed his life forever, the night that had plunged him into this miserable Groundhog’s Day he 
has been experiencing for almost twenty years. 


“Time to flip, boss,” Happy advises helpfully from where he sits in a beach chair a few feet away. 
Tony turns his head and looks over at his bodyguard, squinting despite his sunglasses at the glare 
of Happy’s almost-translucent skin in the bright sunlight. Happy is dressed in his usual, a black 
suit complete with a tie — but he’s rolled the hems of his trousers up his calves, his bare feet are 
digging idly in the sand, and he’s shirked his suit jacket. Happy seems... happy, sipping on a blood 
orange soda, the sandcastles he had built while Tony swam guarding their section of the quiet 
beach. 


Obediently, Tony rolls onto his stomach, pressing his face against the towel to muffle a groan. He’s 
due to head home tomorrow, but maybe he’ Il have the jet take off for London, or Shanghai, or 
perhaps Brisbane. The sooner he returns home, the sooner he has to face the latest product of his 


imagination, the sooner his hands will be coated in more blood, the sooner he will be unable to 

face his reflection in the mirror. Tony has always felt trapped by Stark Industries, it has never felt 
like his company. It is his father’s, his father had built weapons, he had expected his son to do the 
same. I’m a coward, that’s the truth. I could change Stark Industries tomorrow, but I won’t. I’m too 
worried about the shareholders, the Board, disappointing Dad, even though the bastard’s worm 
food. 


Maybe he should just go back into the Mediterranean and allow himself to sink below the waves 
and not come back up. He lifts his head from the towel, turning it so that he can look at Happy 
again, the worn fabric soft against his cheek. Happy would never let that happen, he gets anxious 
whenever Tony is under the surface for longer than ten seconds. He has even gone in after Tony 
despite his general dislike of the ocean, cursing at Tony whenever he surfaced with a smile. 


Happy isn’t looking at him now, he is on the phone, his lips turned into a deep frown. He’s 
speaking too quietly for Tony to overhear, which is never a good sign. It’s probably Obadiah, 
demanding that Tony come home so that he can oversee production of the Jericho. Obadiah intends 
for Tony to go on a global sales pitch with the missiles in the new year, one of his goals for 2008 is 
for Stark Industries to be the sole provider of weapons to the US government. The Jericho is 
supposed to seal the deal, its efficient destruction is too good to pass up. Obadiah had given Tony 
very clear instructions of what Stark Industries needed to produce to be successful, and Tony had 
obeyed. Howard Stark may be gone, but Obadiah Stane is ensuring that Stark Industries’ blood- 
spattered legacy remains. 


“T don’t want to talk to him,” Tony says, Happy’s shadow casting over him, the five degree drop in 
temperature refreshing. 


“Tt’s not Mr. Stane,” Happy says, the cellphone pressed against his broad chest, over his heart. “It’s 
Dot.” 


“Ts she okay?” Tony starts to sit up, not allowing himself to acknowledge the cold sweat that has 
broken out on his forehead at the mention of his assistant. She had been at the hospital on the day 
he had been born, as a stand-in for Howard who had had far more important meetings to attend, 
she’s getting on in years, but Tony cannot lose her. “Happy —” 


“She’s fine,” Happy says quickly, reaching down to rest his hand comfortingly against Tony’s 
shoulder. ““She’s absolutely fine. She’s calling because... well...” 


Tony settles back down onto the towel, his hands grasping at the sand, his heart slowing. 


“Tf it’s business stuff, I'll hear about it tomorrow. Unless the old reactor building has exploded and 
leveled the entire goddamn campus, it can’t be that urgent —” 


“She says she just got off the phone with a woman who is the mother of your child.” 
Tony’s hands relax against the sand, his slender fingers unfurling, his body stilling. 


“That’s not possible,” Tony lifts his head from the towel, looking up at Happy with a frown. “You 
know me, Hap, I should be running Trojan with the amount of money I’ve given them over the 
years. I’m Tony ‘Safe Sex’ Stark.” 


Except... 
“Tt’s not Ru, is it?” He sits up quickly, nearly colliding with Happy’s leg. 


“No,” Happy looks down at him with an inscrutable expression. “Dot said something about... You 


being a sperm donor?” 


“Oh,” Tony says quietly, his entire life shrinking down to this one moment. Here, on this beach, 
thousands of miles from home, he learns that he is a father. In the almost six years that have passed 
since his appointment at California Cryobank, Tony had entirely forgotten about the experience. 
Dozens of dares had passed between him and James Rhodes, his stolen pen from the laboratory had 
been almost immediately lost in the chaos of his workshop, and memories of jerking off into a cup 
had not (fortunately) been summoned by his subconscious whenever he masturbated. 


“You should talk to Dot,” Happy suggests, pulling the phone from his chest and holding it out to 
Tony. 


“Hello?” Tony says, his voice sounding far-away in his ears, and his ears are burning. He’s not 
sure if his heart is beating, but it must be, because he’s alive, he can see his chest rise and fall. His 
free hand, which is shaking wildly, brushes sand from his chest, it dots along the bright red fabric 
of his Speedo, it clings to the soles of his feet, and he is alive. 


“Tony, dear?” Dot’s hoarse voice sounds in his ear, the product of hundreds of thousands of 
cigarettes smoked over decades. “I just spoke to a delightful young woman who said that she had a 
child by way of a sperm donation made by you in 2002. She was given your contact information by 
California Cryobank — wise of you to give them my direct line. Anyways, her reason for reaching 
out is that her child has recently been diagnosed with leukemia and she was hoping you would 
perhaps be willing to undergo some testing. Apparently, the child is in need of a bone marrow 
transplant, and there’s the possibility that, as the father, you would be an ideal match.” 


“Leukemia,” Tony repeats hollowly, his panic returning, he scrambles forward until he’s on his 
feet, pacing in front of their stretch of beach. Happy makes a quiet noise of warning when Tony 
approaches his sandcastle fortress, breathing a sigh of relief when Tony adjusts his course at the 
last minute. 


“Hang on,” Tony says quickly, running his fingers through his tangled hair, his breathing shallow. 
“Hang on, is the kid — is it bad? I don’t... I don’t know anything about —” about them, I have a 
child and I know nothing about them. God, it must be bad. Medical emergencies, I said 
emergencies. Oh my God. Oh my God, what am I going to do? 


“Dot,” he says, interrupting his assistant in mid-sentence, having missed the entirety of what she 
had said. “Dot, where are they located?” 


“Manhattan, dear.” 


Of course. Of course his child would live in New York City, so close to Long Island, where he had 
grown up, where his parents are interred. Tony has been to New York countless times since 
making his donation, he could have walked past his child before, his eyes passing quickly over a 
stroller pushed by a woman who had more of him than anyone else ever had. 


He can barely breathe, his hand claws at his chest, searching for whatever ropes are tightening 
around him. You’re not having a heart attack, you’re thirty-five years old. Yes, you drink a lot, but 
that fucks with your liver, not your heart, right? Oh, God, am I dying? 


“T need you to — I need you to — “ Tony is panting for air, he stumbles forward until he reaches 
the ocean, waves rolling up over his feet, cool water splashing against his legs. He inhales, air 
whistling in his throat, and forces himself to focus. He shoves his panic aside, to a corner of his 
mind he will allow himself to probe as soon as he is strapped into his seat on his private jet, which 
will be in the next few hours. “I need you to contact her.” He can’t bring himself to ask Dot for the 


woman’s information, he knows that he won’t be able to drum up the courage to place the call 
himself. It’s best to keep things professional, anyways. He is this child’s father, but he is not their 
dad, and this woman does not expect anything of him except his willingness to make a donation. 
He has a track record as far as that’s concerned, after all. 


“Certainly, I can do that. I assume you’ re heading for New York?” 


“Yes,” Tony says, looking down at the water that now laps at his mid-thigh, his hand loosening its 
tight grip against the cellphone. “Yes, I’m going to be in the air as soon as the jet is ready and I'll 
head for JFK. I want you to contact her and get the information I need — whatever hospital ’'m 
supposed to go to, what I need to say when I get there...” 


“T’ll take care of everything,” Dot says kindly. “It was wonderful of you, by the way... to do that. 
You know, I never had children of my own — I wasn’t able to. It used to make me terribly sad, but 
then I had you...” 


“And you realized that children aren’t all they’re cracked up to be, huh?” Tony jokes weakly. 


“Oh, no, you were a delight. A terror, but a delight.” Dot hesitates, clearing her throat. “You should 
know that Mr. Stane is aware of the situation.” 


“Oh, Christ,” Tony mutters, knuckling at his forehead. “He’s mad?” 


“Apoplectic,” Dot admits. “I’ve convinced him not to travel to New York immediately, but I doubt 
he’ ll stay here for long. Best not to go to your usual haunts, Tony.” 


“Good idea,” Tony says darkly, envisioning Obadiah Stane waiting for him in the foyer of Stark 
Manor, his grin vicious and sharklike. “Listen, I’ve got to go. I have to get to the jet... Pll be home 
as soon as I can.” 


“Of course, I'll keep your calendar clear for the next few weeks. I won’t be able to buy you much 
time beyond that, or else production of the Jericho will be delayed.” 


“Let me worry about that, Dot,” Tony says grimly, taking a deep breath. “Talk soon.” 
“Take care of yourself, Tony,” Dot murmurs. 


Turning back to Happy, Tony heads for the shore, water splashing over his body as he struggles 
against the waves. 


“We have to go to New York, now,” Tony tells Happy, the other man grabbing at his arm to keep 
him upright, his feet sinking into wet sand. 


“Ts it really your kid?” Happy asks him incredulously, knowing how scrupulous Tony is about 
avoiding pregnancy scares. “You donated sperm?” 


“T did,” Tony admits unhappily. “It was a stupid dare, but now there’s a kid out there —" my kid, I 
have a kid, this is my fault "— and they’re sick.” 


Happy’s expression shifts, his brown eyes darken with determination, his hand presses 
comfortingly against Tony’s shoulder. 


“Then let’s get going, boss.” 


Chapter 4 


Tony doesn’t sleep on the flight to New York. At first, he sits stiffly in in his chair, his seatbelt 
strapped tightly across his waist, and worries. He recalls the sick children he has seen during his 
visits to Los Angeles Children’s Hospital, and then takes those recollections of pale skin and 
shadowed eyes and modifies them — big brown eyes, a smaller version of his nose, the Carbonell 
smile, curls of soft brown hair on a starched white pillowcase, falling out in clumps because of the 
chemotherapy. He spends half an hour in the tiny bathroom, wedged on his knees in front of the 
toilet, retching until his stomach is empty and sore, his throat burning, his head pounding. The rest 
of the flight passes slowly. Tony burns a hole in the flooring of the aisle as he paces up and down 
the length of the plane, ignoring the occasional ding of the seatbelt sign, his hands grasping at 
headrests to keep himself on the floor during bouts of turbulence. 


Happy Hogan watches him nervously the duration of the flight, not liking the way that Tony’s 
hands are shaking, or the muscle that is twitching wildly below his right eye, the shifting of his jaw 
as he grinds his teeth. When Happy has seen Tony under this much stress, it usually doesn’t end 
well — with visits to the emergency room, and then to rehab, alcohol soaked into his clothes, the 
scent of vomit clinging to him. Tony doesn’t have a drop to drink during the flight, which disturbs 
Happy further, because it means that he will find Tony sprawled out on the floor of his hotel room 
tonight, empty bottles surrounding his limp form. 


Tony is at the front of the plane the minute they touch down, stepping back to allow the flight 
attendant to open the door, his hands bunched in his pockets. A Rolls Royce awaits them on the 
tarmac. Tony trudges after Happy, his head bent, his tired eyes hidden by sunglasses. 


“The kid’s at St. Jude’s,” Happy tells him, his eyes fixed on Tony in the rearview mirror. “You 
have a standing appointment, we could stop by the Four Seasons, you could freshen up a little... 
Maybe take a nap?” 


“No,” Tony says harshly, his jaw tightening. 


“Okay,” Happy says softly, his eyes returning to the road, hearing Tony’s quiet groan in the 
backseat. “Let me know if you need me to pull over.” 


Tony unbuckles his seatbelt and slumps across the backseat, his legs scrunched against the door, 
his hands pressing hard against his face. He hadn’t even been involved in the kid’s life, and he’d 
fucked them up — that had to be a record, right? There might have been a distant great-uncle on 
his father’s side with chronic lymphocytic leukemia, but beyond a touch of dementia, raging 
alcoholism, and run-of-the-mill heart disease, Tony’s family history is pristine. Still, he had caused 
this — this child would not exist were it not for his stupid, immature, thoughtless decision to 
donate sperm. 


You thought that no one would pick you. No one was supposed to pick you, the lab was supposed to 
screen you out with that questionnaire. If it had stopped there, none of this would have happened. 


His fingers trace slowly over his face, following the curves of his skull, sweeping over his 
cheekbones, his lips soft against his fingertips. The image of his child returns as he lies here, his 
breathing deepening. Does he have a boy or a girl? Do they like to tinker with things? Or, perhaps, 
they are more like their mother. A woman he’s never met. Do they have an ear for music? Are 
they drawn to the piano like his mother was? Or are they made to take lessons, just as he had been? 
Tony traces over the shell of his ear, imagining a similar shape, but smaller, big brown eyes 
looking up at him trustingly. 


Don’t be stupid. You’re nobody’s dad. And even if you were, the kid wouldn’t trust you. The kid 
probably wouldn’t even like you. You are not going to get attached to this kid. You are not even 
going to meet this kid. 


His hands tighten against his face, his fingernails biting into his skin, but he knows that this savage, 
snarling voice in his mind is giving him the advice he needs to make it through this experience 
with his sanity intact. If Tony goes into this hospital and makes a beeline for the kid’s room, he 
might never leave, and he can’t afford to ruin the kid further. 


The car idles at the front entrance of St. Jude’s hospital, wheel bearings squeak as wheelchairs are 
pushed along the sidewalk beside the car. Tony can hear the muffled sound of childrens’ voices 
— and he doesn’t think that he can get out of this car. 


“We could come back later,” Happy suggests, twisting in his seat to face Tony. “Tomorrow 
morning, maybe?” 


“No,” Tony murmurs, his hands dropping from his face, regaining his composure. His jaw sets, his 
eyes soon hidden behind the dark lenses of his sunglasses, and he dabs away the sweat beaded on 
his forehead with the hem of his t-shirt. J should have changed. He might not be meeting his kid, 
but he’ll likely meet their mother, and he’s not going to make the best first impression dressed like 
this. Sitting up, he frowns down at his tattered jeans, his black sneakers with their worn-away 
soles, the bleach stain beside the T in MIT splashed out over the maroon fabric of his shirt. “Do 
you think...” 


Happy looks at him questioningly, his eyes flicking down to where Tony’s hands are clenched into 
fists against the seat. 


“T think you look fine, boss,” Happy gives him a reassuring smile. “You look like you.” 


“T don’t know whether I should consider that a compliment or an insult,” Tony mutters, tugging on 
the door handle, extending one foot slowly out of the car. “Il call you when I’m done and we can 
get the hell out of here.” 


“You don’t want me to come with you?” 


“No,” Tony shakes his head, clambering out of the car, steadying himself against the edge of the 
door. “This is something I need to do alone.” 


“You got it, boss,” Happy’s reassuring smile returns. “Do you want me to run and get some food 
while you’ re inside? Cheeseburgers, maybe?” 


“Sure,” Tony says distractedly, his attention focused on the hospital entrance, watching a little girl 
as she steps through the doors, clasping tightly at her mother’s hand. The little girl looks over at 
Tony and smiles, lifting her other hand in a wave. He waves back, his movements sluggish, and 
feels like he’s just been punched in the gut. “I'll call you,” he repeats to Happy, his voice strained. 


Before Happy has the chance to respond, Tony slams the door and staggers away from the car, 
disappearing through the sliding glass doors of the hospital. Tony doesn’t look over his shoulder, 
but he knows that Happy will linger at the entrance for a few minutes, prepared for the possibility 
that Tony might lose his nerve. 


Tony hates hospitals. Even here, in a building that caters exclusively to children, with bright colors 
everywhere, Tony feels his heart start to race in his chest. He swallows against the lump in his 
throat, moving towards the visitor’s desk, his palms coated in sweat. 


“Hello,” he says, sounding like himself though he feels anything but. “My name’s —” 


“Mr. Stark,” the elderly volunteer, named Charles according to the colorful name badge pinned to 
his chest, greets him with a nod. “Yes, we’ ve been expecting you. Here.” 


Tony is given his own name badge, a temporary sticker with his name written in bright red marker. 
So much for keeping a low profile. He presses the sticker over his heart, subtly wiping his damp 
hands against the front of his shirt. 


“You'll head for the lab on the second floor,” Charles says, pointing behind the desk at a set of 
glass elevators that glide silently upwards. “There are signs that will guide you there. P’Il call ahead 
so that they know you’re on your way.” 


“Thank you,” Tony says, his eyes fixed on the elevators, knowing that something so simple (and 
somehow magical) would make him feel more comfortable were he a child here for treatment. He 
had been terrified of the Long Island hospital, the first and only hospital he had visited following 
his birth, but that terror is absent now. It had been freezing inside, the bed he had sat on in the 
emergency room had been very uncomfortable, its springs had squeaked whenever Tony had 
moved — which had been often. His mother had told him to stay awake, the gauze under his hand 
hot and wet with his blood, his eyelids staying shut longer and longer every time he blinked... But 
his fractured skull had healed long ago, he rarely thinks about it even when his fingers glance 
against the raised line of scar tissue at the back of his head, and he is not eight years old anymore. 


He passes through the lobby, his eyes scanning over the seemingly random pieces of stained glass 
set into the windows, the gleaming floors splashed with color — a patch of bright red here, a deep 
green there, he is bathed in color and light as he walks to the elevators. Tony comes to a sudden 
stop when a few introductory notes ring out from a piano, he turns on his heels quickly and 
searches the lobby, plucking his sunglasses from his face. There, towards the right, a woman sits at 
a grand piano. Her back is to him, but for a moment, he swears that it’s his mother. Shuddering 
slightly, he turns away from the brunette at the piano, music ghosting after him, and increases his 
pace. 


In the elevator, the music is muffled, the grand piano and its player shrinking as he rises to the 
second floor. The panels of stained glass are not as randomly placed as he had thought. Tony’s 
hands rest against the glass, adopting a pose he imagines is common with most children visiting 
this hospital, his eyes tracking across the images displayed on the floor. The greens, blues, and 
yellows form a pond just beyond the grand piano, complete with a brilliant red fish leaping out of 
the water. There’s a fox towards the entryway. Tony finds himself grinning with each creation he 
spots along the floor of the cavernous lobby. Even on cloudy days, the panels of stained glass 
provide a bit of whimsy, but nothing can beat the lobby on a sunny day like today. The elevator 
door dings quietly behind him, Tony pulls himself away from the glass, casting a look back over 
his shoulder as he shuffles out into the hallway. 


The signage leads him to the laboratory a short distance from the elevator bay. There’s a woman 
standing by the door to the lab, her head is bent as she looks down at her cellphone in her hands, 
her auburn hair falling around her face. Something in Tony shifts, there’s a visceral sensation in his 
abdomen, like his organs have just decided to shuffle suddenly to the right. His right hand brushes 
soothingly over his abdomen, his eyes narrowing at this woman. He knows her. 


She could be anyone. She could be a hospital administrator, dressed in a black pencil skirt and 

matching blazer, balancing effortlessly on a set of sharp stilettos. But Tony knows that she’s a 

mother, the anxiety that radiates off her betrays her. She brushes her hair out of her eyes with a 
frustrated sigh, revealing her face. Tony knows her. 


She’s chewing on her bottom lip, her eyebrows furrowed, a crease forming between them. She 
hears his footsteps and looks up quickly, her green eyes finding his, and that strange shifting inside 
of him happens again. This woman is a mother — Tony had made her a mother. 


“T’m sorry,” he says, coming to a stop a few feet in front of her, his hand still resting against his 
stained t-shirt. “I should have changed.” 


“No,” she says simply. “You’re fine.” 


“T’m —” the steadiness of his voice starts to waver. Tony clears his throat and scrubs his hand over 
the nape of his neck, the skin there burning against his palm. “I’m Tony Stark.” 


“T always wondered,” the woman says, her voice gentle, but with a hint of authoritativeness that has 
Tony standing up straighter. “In the beginning, I mean. Who you were. I never thought it would be 
Tony Stark... You didn’t strike me as the kind of man who would...” A soft pink blush spreads 
over her face, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip again, and Tony can’t stop looking at her. 


Tony considers himself an aesthete when it comes to beautiful people, and this woman is beautiful. 
He’s fascinated by the freckles that cover her cheeks, almost obscured by her blush, and wonders if 
she has freckles everywhere. Her hair is fine, the strands shining under the fluorescent light, silken 
between her fingers as she pushes her hair back again. Her eyes are a deep emerald, reminding him 
of the small patch of woods beside Stark Manor where he would explore for hours, on the rare 
occasion that he dragged himself away from whatever version of DUM-E he was working on 
inside. He looks in her eyes and finds himself at peace. 


Even her exhaustion is beautiful. The dark bags under her eyes that she had attempted to hide with 
makeup are a rich purple. Tony’s fingers twitch, wanting to cup her face in his hands and brush his 
fingers along those bags, to ease them away. There’s a certain sunkeness to her cheeks, a 
hollowness to her eyes — she had lost weight in a short period of time. Tony imagines that people 
lose their appetites when their children are sick. Her neatly manicured fingernails are almost 
pristine, except her right index fingernail has a significant chip in the red polish, revealing the 
nailbed underneath. Her hand rests against her cheek for a moment, her fingers splayed over her 
flushed skin, and Tony finds his voice. 


“You were right. I wasn’t the sort of guy to do something like that. It was a stupid — well...” He 
can’t stand here and tell her that he had done it on a dare, he doesn’t want to diminish her 
experience, to trace her suffering back to a stupid decision he had made. “I’m sorry to be meeting 
you like this,” he says instead, offering her his hand. 


“Me too,” she says softly, her hand lowering from her face, hesitating for a moment before pressing 
her palm against his, her fingers curling against the back of her hand. “My name’s Pepper Potts.” 


“Pepper,” he repeats, looking into her eyes instead of their joined hands. Her palm is soft against 
his, her fingers are slim, the pressure she applies to his hand is slight. Tony feels like he has paws, 
like his touch is clumsy and overbearing, and he pulls his hand from hers with an apologetic smile. 


“For my freckles,” she says, blushing brighter, her eyes closing for a moment. “A school nickname 
that stuck.” 


“For your freckles?” He repeats, his smile warm. “Pretty funny for a nickname created by kids. 
When I was in public school, people just called me dickhead.” 


She laughs then, the sound easy and light, before her hand presses against her mouth to muffle the 
noise. 


“Sorry,” she says against her palm, shaking her head. “I just can’t imagine anyone calling Tony 
Stark a dickhead.” 


He raises an eyebrow. 


“Well, not Tony Stark as a child,” she corrects herself, her hand slipping from her mouth, her palm 
stained with red lipstick. Her expression shifts as she looks at him, the lingering anxious wrinkles 
creased across her forehead disappear, her lips curve into a small smile. “I’m sorry,” she says 
again, “it’s just... You look just like him.” 


Him. Tony’s hand spasms at his side, he shoves it into his pocket, his jaw tensing. Keep it together, 
Stark. It’s not your kid. He’s not your kid. 


“T’m sorry,” Pepper says quickly, sensing the change in his body language, feeling him close 
himself off from her. “I’m sorry. I know that you — you didn’t want to know anything. And I’m 
sorry you’re here, I really am,” she inhales shakily, Tony is alarmed to see tears well in her eyes. 
“But I needed to reach out to you, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I knew that there was a 
chance that you... that you would be able to do this for us.” 


“It’s okay. Hey, it’s fine, Pepper. Don’t —” her tears start to trickle down her cheeks, she sniffles 
and turns away from him, rooting in her purse for a tissue. “It’s okay,” he repeats, pulling his hand 
from his pocket and resting it gently against her shoulder. “It’s just a lot to take in.” He shouldn’t 
indulge in his curiosity, but it’s undeniable, it is shaking him by his shoulders so hard that he can 
hardly think straight. “You said him... What’s his name?” 


“Peter,” Pepper’s voice is thick, she pulls a tissue from her purse and presses it to her cheeks, 
wiping away smears of mascara, her shoulder trembling under his hand. 


“Peter,” Tony repeats quietly. Tentatively, he squeezes her shoulder, feeling her muscles shift and 
relax at his touch. 


“T promised myself that I wouldn’t cry,” Pepper chastises herself, wiping at her eyes again with a 
snort. “Look how that turned out.” 


“People often cry when they meet me,” Tony jokes. “I’m a lot to take in.” 
Pepper laughs again, a sound more like a sob than anything else. 


“T have some brochures for you,” she reaches into her purse again, pulling out a thick stack of 
glossy brochures. “About Peter’s leukemia.” She holds them out to him and then hesitates, starting 
to pull the brochures back. She blinks as Tony plucks them gently from her hands. 


“He has acute lymphoblastic leukemia,” Pepper says quickly, watching Tony as he fans the 
brochures out, his eyes darting over each one. “It’s the most common type of childhood cancer. 
And,” her hand wraps around his forearm, squeezing until Tony looks up at her. “It’s not 
hereditary.” 


Tony looks away from her, his nostrils flaring as he inhales sharply, Pepper’s thumb stroking 
gently against his forearm before she releases him. 


“Tt wasn’t your fault,” she tells him. “And it wasn’t mine. I needed you to know that. I didn’t want 
you to think that you caused this.” 


But I did. 


“What sort of procedure is it? To donate bone marrow, I mean.” 
“Oh, good,” Pepper gives him a relieved smile. “They told you.” 


“My assistant did. I just came straight from Italy, I didn’t really ask her for any details, I guess I 
was... In shock, or whatever.” 


“Well,” Pepper bites at her bottom lip again. Tony wonders if his son has inherited this nervous tic. 
“Peter has already had chemotherapy — he had six weeks of treatment, actually.” Pepper’s hands 
clench into fists, she holds them close to her body, suppressing a shudder. “It was awful. He was 
just... so sick. They have to do it, though, give him the most powerful drugs to wipe out the cancer. 
He’s in the consolidation phase now,” Pepper reaches out and taps against one of the brochures. 
“This one’s about the phases of treatment, but long story short, they killed as many cancer cells as 
possible and are now trying to prevent any relapse. But they say that Peter has a high chance of 
relapse, and that a bone marrow transplant would help prevent that from happening.” 


She swallows, looking into his eyes, her expression slightly defensive — as though she expects him 
to rebuke her. 


“T will donate,” she says, her voice lowering, becoming fierce. “I will. It’s just that — I’m not the 
best donor, that’s what they said. And you said in your donation paperwork that you would be 
willing to be contacted in the case of medical emergencies, and...” Her fierceness disappears, she 
wipes at her eyes with the back of her hand, willing away tears. “I can’t lose him, Tony.” 


“T wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t willing to do it, Pepper,” he says quietly, folding the brochures and 
slotting them into his pocket, allowing Pepper to regain her composure. 


“Thank you,” she whispers, her bottom lip wobbling as she gives him a tremulous smile. “I just 
— I don’t want you to think I’m a terrible mother, or that I’m unwilling...” 


“T don’t think that.” And he doesn’t. Tony had gotten his wish — his child is being raised by a 
competent, caring woman. His child will be okay with Pepper Potts as their mother. If he can do 
one thing as Peter’s father, it is this — he can make a lasting, positive impact on the boy’s life. 
That makes up for everything else, right? Right. “Are you — do you have to come with me?” He 
gestures to the laboratory door, raising an eyebrow at her. 


“No,” Pepper admits sheepishly. “I overheard Peter’s doctors in the hallway saying that you’d 
arrived, and I told myself that I wouldn’t meet you. I was going to let you do this and go, I didn’t 
want you to feel obligated or guilted into anything. But I needed to see you. I just... I don’t know. I 
needed to see him in you.” 


Tony nods, resting his hand against the door, giving it a tentative shove. 


“T’ll come with you? I don’t do well with blood, but...” Pepper takes a moment to gather her 
courage, her green eyes flashing. “But I don’t want you to have to do this alone.” 


“T’ll be fine,” Tony reassures her, opening the door wider. “I can handle needles.” 
“Td like to sit with you,” Pepper murmurs, and Tony relents. 


“Come on,” he grins at her, stepping through the doorway. “But you have to promise not to pass 
out when they stick me.” 


Chapter 5 
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“Mr. Stark,” a technician greets him with a smile. “I'll be doing your blood draw today. It’s quick, 
I just need one tube. We’re going to expedite the compatibility testing. If you’re a good match, 
theyll want you in the OR as soon as possible.” 


Tony is led through the bustling lab, reminiscent of Stark Industries’ R&D department but with 
less explosives and a focus on saving lives instead of taking them. Pepper follows after him, 
looking away whenever she catches sight of blood — there’s a lot of blood in this lab, tubes of it 
are sitting in racks, centrifuges are spinning wildly to separate dozens of samples, drops of it are 
being pipetted onto glass slides. 


Pepper, fair skinned, looks like a ghost as a tourniquet is wrapped around Tony’s right bicep. 


“Great veins,” the technician mutters, swiping a wipe over the crook of Tony’s elbow, her gloved 
fingertip prodding at a bulging vein. 


“T know, would’ ve been great if I decided to shoot up,” Tony nods. “Shame I never tried. Tried 
everything else though.” He glances at Pepper, noticing the way she’s starting to sway slightly, her 
eyes fixed on the needle that the technician is slotting into a syringe. “Hey,” he reaches out for 
Pepper with his left hand. “Hey, look at me.” 


Pepper does, giving the needle one last look as it hovers over Tony’s tan skin. She looks down at 
his left hand where it dangles out over the armrest of his chair, and takes it in both of her hands. 


“Peter used to hate getting his blood drawn,” she says, looking down at small scar on the back of 
Tony’s hand, its edges jagged, the scarred skin a pale pink. “In the beginning. He’s used to it now.” 


“Tt’s not so bad,” Tony says, hardly feeling the entry of the needle under his skin, looking at 
Pepper’s hands around his rather than at his elbow. He injures himself often, his body doesn’t 
move as fast as his mind which leads to workplace accidents — and, occasionally, he just happens 
to be clumsy. Watching his blood being removed from him is different, though, and while he won’t 
pass out should he look over at the needle in his elbow, he will start to feel woozy. 


Pepper has small hands, they cradle his left hand gently, her fingertips glancing against the calluses 
on his palms. Her hands are graceful — had he any artistic skill, he would want to draw them, 
would want to capture the elegance of her slender fingers as they wrap around the stem of a 
wineglass. 


We are so different. It would never have worked the traditional way. She would never have gone 
for you. 


“Done,” the technician says brightly, pressing a square of gauze against his skin, the vial of his 
blood quickly removed by another technician. “It should take around two hours for the results to be 
ready.” 


“ll stick around,” Tony decides, fisting his right hand before relaxing it, splaying his fingers 
against the armrest. “Get a coffee, or something. Do you have my number?” 


“Tt’s in your chart,” the technician nods. “If you are a good match, though, you won’t want to eat or 


drink anything other than water—” 


“Oh, right,” Tony rises to his feet, toying with the straps of medical tape holding the gauze against 
his elbow. “They’ll want me in the OR ASAP.” 


“Have you eaten anything?” Pepper asks him worriedly as they leave the laboratory, her hand 
hovering near him, perhaps expecting him to collapse from low blood sugar. 


“Nope, I don’t think I’ve eaten in twelve hours.” 


“Tony, that can’t be good.” If she wasn’t worrying before, she is now. “You should have 
something, they can postpone it to tomorrow morning, it can wait.” 


“No it can’t,” Tony says simply, reaching out for the elevator panel, his fingers aiming for the 
down button. 


“Do you mind if I stop at Peter’s room first?” 
“T didn’t know we were going somewhere together.” 
Fuck. 


“That came out — ruder than I meant,” he quickly amends, clearing his throat again. “I just... You 
don’t have to stick with me, Pepper, I know you’d rather be with — with Peter. You don’t know 
me, you don’t owe me anything.” 


“But I'd like to know you,” she admits, gently moving his hand away so that she can press the up 
button. “You’re Peter’s father. The questionnaire seemed long when I was picking out a donor, but 
I really didn’t learn anything about you at all... And if this is the only chance I get to speak with 
you, I don’t want to waste it.” 


“Okay.” 


“You don’t have to come with me,” she tells him, stepping into the elevator once the doors open. 
“You don’t have to meet him.” 


Tony shrugs, following her. “I'll just wait in the hallway. Anyways, you know where the cafeteria 
is and I don’t.” 


She smiles, pressing the button for the fourth floor. “I spent every day here when he was having 
chemo, I’m very familiar with their menu. Avoid everything except for the French toast.” 


“T’ll make sure to ask for that for breakfast tomorrow if I end up staying,” Tony says, leaning back 
against the wall of the elevator, looking over at Pepper instead of the colorful scenes of light on the 
lobby floor below. 


“Do you have a sweet tooth?” Pepper asks him curiously, smiling when Tony nods. 


“My largest food group is sugar. Second largest is fast food. Third largest is pizza... And at the top 
of the pyramid is probably...” Tony hums. “Fruits and vegetables. Nothing beats a fresh orange. 
Except a KitKat, or some M&Ms...” 


Pepper is still smiling, but there’s a hint of horror in her eyes. “I always thought that celebrities had 
personal chefs.” 


“Am I a celebrity?” Tony asks her, cocking his head slightly. 


Pepper snorts. 
“T mean, really? Am I up there with Brad Pitt? All I do is run a business.” 
“And make the news. A lot. Wasn’t it last year when you streaked through the National Mall?” 


“No,” Tony shakes his head, stepping out of the elevator with her, his expression thoughtful. “No, 
I’ve matured since then. That must have been at Jeast a year and a half ago.” 


Pepper laughs. Tony closes his eyes and drinks in the sound — he wants to sit at the piano and play 
until he’s able to replicate her laugh, if not the sound, then at least the feeling of it. She had 
laughed quietly, though, mindful of the rooms they are passing as they walk down the hall 
together. Her pace slows as they approach a door on their right, casting a nervous glance over at 
Tony. 


“This is his room,” she says, her hand resting against the doorframe. “I'll just be a second. He was 
asleep when I left, he might still be.” 


“Take your time,” Tony says, pulling his phone from his pocket, doing his best to present himself 
as disinterested in the fact that his son is asleep less than ten feet away from him. He rests against 
the wall beside the door once Pepper steps through, his knees feeling weak, and inhales deeply 
until he feels his legs start to steady. He taps out a quick message to Happy letting him know that 
he won’t be up for cheeseburgers and might be staying the night in the hospital. Happy’s replies 
brim with concern up until Tony tells him that he can book the Four Seasons suite for himself 
tonight — the key smash of smiley faces that Happy sends him makes Tony think that Happy 
wouldn’t mind if this hospital stay lasted more than a day. 


He taps through his other message threads, gnawing at a hangnail on his thumb, pausing over 
Obadiah’s name. That’s going to fucking suck. He'll fly out here and behead me in Times Square. 
Might as well let him stew... Then there’s Rhodey, and Tony should tell Rhodey. He would be 
delighted to know that he is finally Uncle Rhodey, but will be glum when he realizes that he really 
isn’t anything to Tony’s son, once he understands that Tony is not going to get involved in Peter’s 
life. 


And yet, he’s eavesdropping, his neck straining as he leans towards the doorway. 
“Oh, honey, I’m sorry,” Pepper murmurs. “I didn’t mean to wake you up.” 
“Tt’s okay,” Peter says. 


Tony’s hand thrusts out and grabs the doorframe to keep himself upright. For a boy who had 
apparently just been asleep, Peter sounds quite peppy. Tony yawns moments after Peter’s huge 
yawn echoes into the hallway, his jaw aching. 


“Did you build this?” Skittering against a hard surface. Tony’s eyes narrow, able to recognize the 
sound of LEGO pieces being nudged anywhere. 


“Uh huh. I want to make a castle, but I don’t have any space,” Peter complains. “Can I make a 
castle when we go home?” 


“We'll make the best castle when we go home,” Pepper promises. 
“Can we make a moat? With real water?” 


“Well,” Pepper hesitates. “I don’t know how we’ll do that in an apartment, Peter, but we can try.” 


“You could do it,” Tony says, stepping into Peter’s room. “You’d have to build a basement level 
with a channel for the water, and then build the castle over it...” 


Peter looks over at him, his brown eyes curious, his smile shy — and he does have the Carbonell 
smile. His head is covered in a thin, downy layer of brown hair. Six weeks ago, Peter’s hair had 
been thick, it had likely broken as many hairbrushes as Tony’s had when he was Peter’s age. He 
seems tiny on the hospital bed, drowning in the fabric of the sweatshirt he’s wearing over his 
hospital gown, the sleeves of the sweatshirt bunched beyond his hands. 


“Hi, Peter,’ Tony says, his hands resting against the guardrail of the bed. He can feel Pepper’s eyes 
on him, she is as uncertain as he is — is it unfair of me to speak to him? It’s wrong, definitely. 
Because Ill make things worse. That’s what I do. 


“Hi,” Peter replies, his eyebrows furrowing. “Are you a doctor?” His eyes glance down from 
Tony’s face to his stained t-shirt, and gives a slight shake of his head. 


“No,” Tony confirms for him, reaching out to nudge the LEGO creation that Peter had been 
working on where it sits on the wheeled table beside his bed. “I’m just —” your father, a friend, 
nobody. “Here for some tests.” 


“Oh.” Peter frowns. “Are you sick, too?” 


“No, no,” Tony carefully adjusts the plastic sword that one of Peter’s LEGO knights holds, moving 
the horse the figure sits astride a few centimeters back. “This is really cool. Tourney grounds, 
right?” 


“Yeah,” Peter sighs. “I don’t have enough pieces to make more stands. It’s stupid.” 


“Tt’s not stupid,” Tony says quietly, pulling his hand away. Two knights face off on the table, one 
with a lance, the other with a sword. The crowd gathered for the tournament is small, there is only 
one structure alongside the battleground that contains a king and (perhaps due to an absence of any 
other option) a Captain America LEGO figure. 


“May I?” Tony asks, pointing at Captain America. 


Peter nods, watching Tony closely as his hand gently pries Captain America from the seat he had 
been wedged in, narrowly avoiding the tiny plastic trays covered in tiny plastic food that Peter had 
laid out for the king to enjoy while the two knights battled to the death. 


“He time traveled,” Peter says defensively. 


“Sure,” Tony nods. “He probably could time travel, you know. Superheroes can do crazy things 
like that. Do you like Captain America?” 


“Yeah, He’s not as cool as Batman, though.” Peter shifts back against the mattress, rubbing at his 
face with his hand. 


Don’t worry, kid, I'll change your mind on that. 
“What about Superman?” 
“He’s lame,” Peter says seriously. 


Tony laughs, holding the Captain America figure between his index finger and his thumb. “My dad 
knew Captain America.” 


Peter’s eyes widen. “He did? He was real?” 


“Absolutely. Well, some of the comic book stuff is fake — there are no aliens, you know? But, 
yeah, Captain America was real.” Tony places Captain America back into the stand, pieces 
clicking loudly into place. “My name’s Tony.” 


He offers Peter his hand, his expression flickering to longing for a moment when the boy takes his 
hand and shakes it gently. 


“Nice to meet you,” he says politely. “I hate getting tests. I get tests a lot.” 
“You’re very brave,” Tony smiles, releasing Peter’s hand. “Do you want to know a secret?” 


Pepper looks over at him warningly, but Tony has no intention of telling Peter the real secret. Tony 
squats down beside the bed so that he’s on Peter’s level, his son looking at him expectantly — 
Tony wonders how his mother had coped, being on the receiving end of puppy dog eyes like this. 


“You know how Captain America became Captain America, right? With the super solider serum?” 
“Tt made him big and strong,” Peter nods. 


“They’re making a serum for you right now,” Tony murmurs, his brown eyes serious. “It’s gonna 
make you big and strong, too.” 


“Even though I’m sick?” Peter whispers. 

“Tt’ll still work,” Tony says. “I promise.” 

“Am I gonna be able to time travel?” 

Tony laughs, rising to his feet, giving Pepper an innocent look when he glances over at her. 


“You’ve done it now,” she says, her hand rubbing against Peter’s shoulder. “Tony and I are going 
to go down to the cafeteria for a little bit. Is that okay?” 


“Okay, Mommy,” Peter agrees, the corner of his mouth twitching against a smirk. “But I’m gonna 
be bored...” 


“Hmm,” Tony rubs at his jaw, his foot tapping against the floor. “How are we gonna fix that, 
Pepper?” 


“T don’t know, Tony,” Pepper says airily, going along with him. “How are we going to fix it?” 
Would it always like this if we were his parents? If she and I were... 


Don’t be stupid. Coming into this room was stupid, but now you’re just being ridiculous. You don’t 
even know this woman. 


“Aha,” Tony snaps his fingers, Peter’s head turning quickly to look at him. “I bet they sell LEGO 
sets at the gift shop. How about we pick you up a new one, Peter? That way you won’t be so 
bored.” 


“T guess that’s okay,” Peter’s voice is small. “But I’m gonna be really sad all by myself...” 


“Two LEGO sets,” Tony amends. “Big ones.” 


“Okay,” Peter smiles brightly. 


“T’ll be back soon, honey,” Pepper says, kissing the top of Peter’s head. “You know to call for the 
nurse if you need anything.” 


“T will, Mommy,” Peter’s brown eyes flick to Tony. “Two new LEGOs.” 


Tony crosses his heart, his expression solemn. Peter must be satisfied by this because there are no 
tears when Tony and Pepper quietly leave his room, Tony’s heart pounding in his chest, terrified 
and exhilarated. 


I have a son. 


Chapter End Notes 


oh, tony, you just couldn't help yourself 
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“He likes you,” Pepper says with a small smile as they walk down the hallway to the elevator bay. 
“Because I just bribed him with LEGOs,” Tony replies dryly. “Any kid would like that.” 


Pepper hums, extending one finger to depress the down button, Tony’s gaze traveling over her arm, 
over the freckles dotted along her pale skin. 


“Does he like to build things?” Tony asks casually, tucking his hands into his pockets. 


“Oh, he loves to build. He loves LEGOs more than anything. He’s such a great kid, but the one 
thing he used to get in trouble for was leaving his LEGOs out on the floor. I stepped on a whole set 
on my way to bed one night and thought I’d have to go to the emergency room....” 


“Ouch,” Tony shudders. 


“He’s very good about keeping them off the floor now, if not in his room,” Pepper says, stepping 
into the elevator when the doors part and Tony gestures her forward. “He has a fantastic 
imagination, he’s always creating something.” 


Tony can’t find his voice. He leans back against the glass walls and stares down at his feet, 
dragging his sneakers against the linoleum until the soles start to squeak. 


“He loves math,” Pepper continues quietly. “He hasn’t started school yet — he was supposed to 
this year, but... But I started teaching him when he was a toddler, just simple addition... Now I 
have to get multiplication and division worksheets off the internet. I was never very good at long 
division, and I’m an accountant, but Peter can solve most math problems in a few seconds. He’s 
very bright.” 


Tony nods silently. 


“The LEGO sets were a good idea,” Pepper says, tactfully changing the subject. “He won’t be able 
to sleep tonight, he gets really anxious before procedures, but he’ II usually drift off if he’s given 
something to focus on.” 


“Tf they don’t have anything good in the gift shop, I'll run out and get him some decent sets from 
the LEGO Store,” Tony decides, stepping out into the lobby with Pepper, his eyes straying to the 
woman at the piano again. “You’re an accountant?” 


“Yes, with Oscorp.” 
“Oscorp?” Tony nearly stumbles. “You — Norman Osborn?” 


Pepper quirks an eyebrow at him. “Yes, Norman’s my boss. Peter’s actually good friends with his 
son, Harry. Oscorp has its own daycare, Peter’s been going since he was a boy. Are you and 
Norman friends?” 


“No,” Tony says with a snort. “Norman’s been after my military contracts for years. Crazy 
bastard’s into some weird shit. Last I heard, he was trying to replicate the supersoldier serum. But, 
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Tony adds begrudgingly, “I will admit, the hover boards he came out with a few years ago are cool. 
Shame he doesn’t sell them to civilians.” 


“T don’t know about any of that, I just deal with the numbers. I’m sure you could get yourself a 
hover board if you made friends with Norman.” 


“That’s the last thing I want to do,” Tony says decisively, following her through the cafeteria, his 
stomach rumbling when he catches sight of several pizzas behind the glass. “Have you made 
friends with Norman?” 


“Weird question, considering we’ ve just met,” Pepper says coolly, though her cheeks flush pink. “I 
would say that’s none of your business.” 


“You're right,” Tony says, backing off immediately — what the fuck are you doing? She’s not 
your... anything. She could maybe be a friend, but you’re too busy making it weird and being 
Jealous of Norman Osborn and his fucking hover boards and attractive accountants that happen to 
be the mother of your child — not your child. Not yours. 


“Are you sure you don’t mind me having something?” Pepper asks as they approach the bakery 
case, her eyes glued to the various cakes and muffins displayed inside. “I'll feel bad eating in front 
of you when all you can have is water...” 


“Go ahead,” Tony says, fishing his wallet from his pocket. “Whatever you want, I'll buy.” 
“That’s not necessary.” 


“Does Norman pay you a fortune?” Tony raises an eyebrow, pulling a hundred dollar bill from his 
wallet. “You know, at Stark Industries, our salaries are more than competitive. Great benefits, too, 
unlimited PTO...” 


“Mr. Stark, are you recruiting me?” Pepper smiles, nudging a huge slice of carrot cake onto a plate. 
“That depends, Ms. Potts, are you looking for a job?” 


“No,” Pepper shakes her head with a sigh. “No, Oscorp’s been very good to me. Treatment at St. 
Jude’s is free, you know, but I don’t think Peter ever would have been seen without Norman 
putting a good word in... I work remotely almost exclusively, and Norman lets me have as many 
days off as I want.” 


“Well,” Tony says gruffly, looking away when she pours herself a cup of coffee. “That’s fine. 
Stark Industries is very competitive. Our hiring process is grueling” 


“I’m sure it is,” Pepper laughs, giving his arm a playful nudge. “Anyways, I wouldn’t be able to 
move, really. Peter loves the city.” 


“LA’s not so bad,” Tony says, paying for Pepper’s cake and coffee at the register, Pepper quietly 
slurping her coffee behind him. 


“Too hot,” Pepper counters, “and filled with vapid celebrities.” 


“Hang on,” Tony leads them to a table in the far corner of the dining area, averting his gaze from 
the doctors in conference at the table nearest to the registers, their eyes tired, their voices hoarse. 
“You said that I’m a celebrity. Am I a vapid celebrity?” 


Pepper hums, lowering herself down into a chair across from Tony, immediately digging the edge 


of her fork into the cake. “I haven’t decided yet.” 
“Promising,” Tony says. 


“Do you like LA?” Pepper asks him curiously, raising a chunk of cake to her mouth. Tony’s eyes 
focus on the tip of her tongue as it darts out to lap icing from the tines of the fork. 


“No,” he says honestly. “I fucking hate it. Malibu is great, though. I live on several acres, my house 
is built into a cliffedge. I designed it myself, it’s very secluded. When my parents —” his voice is 
suddenly strangled, he clears his throat, a blush spreading up from the base of his neck. “When my 
parents died,” he says forcefully, his hands clasping at his thighs under the table. “I had to get 

away from — I don’t know. From everything, I guess. I grew up on Long Island, my folks and I 
would come into the city every week, Dad’s office was here. I’ve been back since then, of course, 
the Board of Directors for SI is based in Manhattan, but...” Tony shrugs, lifting a hand to rub a 
finger against a scrape gouged into the plastic tabletop. “But I always get to go back home 
afterwards.” 


“T went to UCLA for undergrad. That’s how I know about the vapid celebrities,” Pepper admits, 
waving her fork for emphasis. “But I loved the beach. I’m originally from Virginia, my dad’s a 
professor at Georgetown.” 


“What does he teach?” Tony asks, interested to know about Peter’s grandparents, the only set he 
would ever have. 


“History. He probably would’ve gotten along with your father, he’s a huge Captain America buff.” 


“Sounds like a great guy,” Tony laughs, raising his eyes to look at Pepper, watching her lips wrap 
around the fork. Under the table, his other hand pinches hard at his thigh. “And your mother?” 


“She’s an elementary school teacher,” Pepper places her fork on the table, her slice of cake hardly 
touched. ““She’s been a great resource since Peter’s going to be delayed starting school, but we 
went through all of her worksheets over the summer, thus the desperate internet searching.” 


“T was placed into fifth grade when I was four — that’s when I started school. It wasn’t...” Tony 
shrugs. “I was a shy kid, I guess, and I had a famous dad. Kids didn’t really... I don’t know. I was 
this geeky little four-year-old, you know? I guess they bullied me, looking back, I just didn’t think 
of it that way. Dad did, though, so he pulled me out of school and sent me away to Groton.” 


“The boarding school?” 
Tony nods. 


Pepper wipes at her mouth with a napkin, folding it neatly between her fingers. “That must’ ve been 
hard. How old were you when you went away?” 


“Five.” Tony clears his throat again, pressing his hand against his Adam’s apple fleetingly, willing 
away the choked sensation. “It got better after a few years, when | realized who I was, and what I 
could — what people would do to be friends with me. I didn’t have any real friends until I was 
sixteen, when I started at MIT.” Tony smiles, his voice steady. “My freshman year roommate and I 
are best friends, actually. Rhodey. He’s great, he’s the reason why I donated spe— well...” Your 
sperm literally impregnated this woman, Stark, you can say the word. 


“Did he donate, too?” 


“No,” Tony chuckles. “No, somehow I ended up being the only one to go through with that. I don’t 


think Rhodey would’ ve been able to, anyways, he needs to be romanced before he...” Okay, you 
can’t say the word sperm to this woman, but you can discuss Rhodey’s requirements for 
ejaculation. Shut up. 


Pepper sips at her coffee with a smile as Tony shifts in his seat across from her. 


“Can I ask you something?” Tony’s fingers pinch harder at his thigh, but there’s no use. “You 
don’t have to answer, it’s a little... personal.” 


“Go ahead,” Pepper tilts her head, regarding him contemplatively. “I think you can get away with 
one personal question.” 


“Why did you pick me?” Tony leans forward, his brown eyes searching. “I didn’t expect anyone to 
pick me, that’s why I... Why I did it. I mean, I didn’t exactly have a shining past — the drugs, the 
drinking, the sex. Everything I put on that paper was honest.” 


“T guess...” Pepper runs a finger around the edge of her coffee cup, her lips pursing as she thinks. 
“T guess I thought that the good outweighed the bad. Yes, there were some... aspects that gave me 
pause.” 


“Diplomatic of you, Potts. You sure you’re not in PR for Osborn?” 


“No, I wouldn’t be able to handle that, Norman’s told me horror stories about the paparazzi...” 
Pepper doesn’t allow him to change the subject, she pulls her hands away from the cup and returns 
her attention to him, her green eyes narrowed. “You don’t need to hear this from me, I’m sure, but 
there were several things about you that were too good to pass up. I think the biggest thing that 
drew me to you was the way you talked about how you felt when you played the piano. It was 
obvious that you were driven, I knew that you ran a successful business, and you certainly took 
risks — but you were also in touch with your emotions. I got the impression of a very sensitive 
man who did whatever he could to numb his feelings.” 


For once, Tony is at a loss — there is no snarky retort at the tip of his tongue, there is no wall for 
him to hide behind. Pepper has flayed him open, effortlessly. 


“Your physical description was also alluring,” Pepper says quickly, raising a hand to her mouth, 
her eyes widening. “That’s not — I don’t mean that I find you...” 


“Everyone finds me attractive,” Tony wants to fall to his knees and kiss the floor, infinitely 
thankful for this misstep by Pepper, it grants him enough time to slap together a lean-to to cower 
behind. “No shame in that, Pepper.” 


“Well,” she grouses, stabbing at her cake with the fork, crumbs scattering across the tabletop. “You 
didn’t have everything. The height gene, for instance.” 


“T’m average height for an adult man in the United States,” Tony fires back. 
“Whatever you say, Tony,” Pepper says placatingly, setting her fork down again. 


“You’re killing me with that,” Tony points to the cake. “I don’t even like carrot cake and I’d eat 
that whole thing in one bite if I could.” 


“We really can postpone the procedure to tomorrow, you know, you don’t have to rush into 
anything — and you might not even be a better match than I am, in which case, [Il do it myself.” 


“Tl do it regardless,” Tony says firmly. “You don’t like blood and it seems like you don’t like 


needles, either. They’ll have to fill you with Ativan to get you into a bed here, let alone the OR. It’s 
fine, Pepper, this is honestly no trouble. Bone marrow restores itself, right?” 


“You'll be sore,” Pepper says anxiously. “And there are risks, complications —” 


Tony waves his hands, dismissing her concerns. “This is probably the safest thing I’ve done in six 
months.” 


“T’m sure you weren’t doing anything dangerous in Italy,” Pepper argues, crossing her arms over 
her chest. “I’ve never been, but I imagine it’s a lot of eating and sightseeing.” 


“Sure saw a lot of sights when I went cliff diving,” Tony agrees. 
“But that’s so dangerous,” Pepper replies, eyes wide with alarm. 


“Exactly. I wasn’t lying to you about this being the safest thing I’ ve done in six months. I’m a bit 
of a risk taker, Pepper. Like you said, you knew that from my paperwork.” Tony jumps when his 
phone starts to vibrate in his pocket, pulling it free with a brief glance at the screen. “Unknown 
number. I think it’s the hospital.” 


He rises from the table, gathering Pepper’s plate and cup with one hand, his other holding the 
phone to his ear. 


“Mr. Stark? This is Tricia from St. Jude’s with your histocompatibility results. It’s not very 
common, about | in 200 cases, but you and Peter possess identical tissue typing. This makes you 
an optimal donor. Are you still willing to donate bone marrow today?” 


“Yes. Yes [ —” he struggles to form a thumbs-up with his other hand, Pepper has been anxiously 
staring at him ever since he answered the call, and she slumps forward when she sees his thumb. 
She holds her head in her hands, Tony carefully sets the plate and cup back down on the table so 
that he can rest his hand comfortingly between her shoulder blades, rubbing circles slowly, feeling 
her shuddering breaths. “I absolutely want to do that. What do you need me to do?” 


“If you head back to the visitor’s desk, Charles will get you signed in there and you’ll be taken to 
your room. It’s up on the fourth floor, they’re readying it for you now. Is there anyone that you 
need me to contact?” 


“No, no, Pll give my people a call. Is there paperwork I need to fill out?” 


“A bunch,” Tricia says cheerfully. “But they’ll have you do that once you get comfortable in your 
room. I’m not sure when they’Il schedule the procedure, the OR’s booked until late tonight.” 


“ll do it anytime,” Tony’s hand stills against Pepper’s back, her skin warm through the fabric of 
her blouse. “Whenever there’s an opening.” 


“That’s great, Mr. Stark, Pll make a note of that. This is honestly the best outcome, like I said, a 1 
in 200 chance.” 


“T have great luck,” Tony says with a sardonic smile. “I'll make my way to the visitor’s desk now. 
Thanks again.” 


He hangs up and pulls his phone slowly from his ear, eyeing Happy’s name on his list of recent 
calls. P11 call him once I’m in the room. He’s only going to worry once he knows. 


“Thank you,” Pepper murmurs, her voice muffled by her hands. “You have no idea what this 


means.” 


“Just another donation, right?” Tony asks lightly, echoing his thoughts from yesterday. “I’m 
exceptionally good at those.” 


Pepper laughs, wiping at her eyes before looking up at him with a smile, tears glistening in her 
eyes. 


“Let me run to the gift shop for the LEGOs and you can head back to Peter.” He gathers her dishes 
again, offering her his free hand. She grasps it tightly and allows him to pull her to her feet, 
releasing his hand after a moment, her fingers briefly lacing between his. 


“Do you want...” Pepper tucks her hair behind her ears, glancing over at him, her teeth teasing her 
bottom lip. “It’s fine if you don’t want to see us again — if this is goodbye, I mean.” 


“T don’t know,” Tony says quietly, setting her dishes into a bin on top of the nearest garbage can, 
his voice lowering to the point that Pepper has to move closer to hear him. “I shouldn’t. I told 
myself that I wouldn’t...” 


“Get attached?” 
Tony nods. 


“T meant it, it’s completely fine, whatever you feel comfortable doing. It’s just that I don’t want 
you to be alone when you wake up in the recovery room. Someone should be there with you.” 


“Oh, my bodyguard will be there,” Tony says quickly, his head bowed as they cross the lobby to 
the gift shop, which is filled with anxious family members sightlessly picking toys off the shelves 
only to replace them seconds later. “I won’t be alone.” 


“Whatever you want to do, Tony,” Pepper repeats softly, picking up a stuffed elephant dressed in 
an astronaut’s suit, her fingers stroking over its huge, floppy ears jutting out from the shining silver 
helmet covering its head. 


Tony leaves her by the stuffed animals, scanning over the shelves for any LEGO sets. It’s a small 
display, but Tony hits the jackpot when he finds a medieval blacksmith set. Swallowing a shout of 
triumph, he scoops up the box and grabs another set at random, figuring that a Viking’s ship isn’t 
too far off from kings and knights as far as themes go. He rejoins Pepper at the stuffed animals, 
she’s still holding the elephant, her expression distant. 


“Let’s get that for him too,” Tony decides, gently pulling the elephant from her hands and placing 
it on top of the boxes he’s balancing against his chest. “I always wanted to be an astronaut when I 
was a kid. An astronaut elephant is next level.” 


“Tony, those are big LEGO sets, they’re expensive,” Pepper says as they get in line to check out. “I 
can’t let you spend that much.” 


“T’m a vapid celebrity, remember?” He grins at her. “One with a lot of money. Come on, let me do 
this.” 


“Alright,” she sighs, raising an eyebrow when he grabs a KitKat from the shelf under the checkout 
counter that is brimming with candy. 


“My favorite,” he tells her, pulling the wadded-up change from their visit to the cafeteria out of his 
pocket. “it'll be the first thing I want when I wake up.” 


“Have you had surgery before?” 


“Lasik,” he says, accepting the receipt only to ball it up in his hand and shove it into his pocket, to 
be discovered along with weathered dollar bills in the lint collector of his dryer back home. “I 
wasn’t knocked out for that, though. Still ate a KitKat afterwards. Guess it’s tradition.” 


He places the boxes into Pepper’s hands, ensuring that the stuffed animal won’t tumble off on her 
journey to the fourth floor, her green eyes focused on his face, though he avoids her gaze. 


“Well...” He says, rubbing at the back of his neck, his left foot tapping a frantic, wild beat against 
the floor, a beam of orange light enveloping them from the windows above. “If I don’t see you 
again, you should know that I’m glad it was you.” 


“Tm glad it was you too, Tony.” 


He nods, looking into her eyes for a fleeting moment, his jaw tightening and stomach clenching 
against that recurring shifting sensation that has only ever happened to him around her. 


“Good luck,” he says, turning away from her. “I’m sure everything will be fine. He’s a sweet kid.” 
“Thank you.” 


He doesn’t look back, even though he wants to, not until he reaches the visitor’s desk. Then, he 
looks over his shoulder, his heart pounding in his chest, and nods when he can’t find her. His eyes 
dart up to the glass elevators, catching sight of auburn hair in the sunlight, and then she’s gone. 


The check in procedure is painless, but Tony imagines it’s because he’s a high-profile patient. He 
gets a security escort to his room in the form of Happy Hogan, the other man red faced and slightly 
sweaty after sprinting from the parking garage the minute Tony had haltingly divulged that he was 
being admitted that afternoon. Happy does a full sweep of Tony’s room on the fourth floor. Tony 
waits outside for the all-clear, staring at the almost-closed door of the room beside his. 


“Where’s Mr. Tony?” Peter’s voice, muffled by the door, drifts out into the hallway. Tony exhales 
shakily, a small smile on his face, any doubts he has about his decision to undergo this procedure 
disappearing. He’s in a room immediately beside his son’s. Just for one night, he can watch over 
him. 


“He had to go and get ready for his own procedure,” Pepper tells him, LEGO pieces clicking 
loudly together. 


“Are they gonna give him a supersoldier serum too? We can be superheroes together.” 
“T don’t think so, honey,” Pepper pauses. “They needed him to make yours.” 


“What do you mean?” Peter sounds confused. “For Captain America, they made it out of 
chemicals. Does Mr. Tony have chemicals in him?” 


“No, not chemicals. But cells. They did tests on his blood and found out that he was a good match 
for you. They’re going to put some of his cells into the serum to help you get better.” 


“Wow...” Tony inches closer to the door, his palm resting against the wood. “Is Mr. Tony gonna 
come see me after? To make sure it worked?” 


“T don’t know, honey. I hope so.” 


“All clear, boss,” Happy announces from his room, his voice booming. 


Tony jumps, the door shifting slightly under his palm, but not enough to swing forward. Hurrying 
away from Peter’s room, he enters his own, patting Happy on the back as he passes the other man. 


“Thanks, Hap. You’ll be there when I wake up, right?” 


Happy settles into the chair beside Tony’s bed, procuring a set of knitting needles, a skein of yarn, 
and a pattern from the briefcase he had brought with him. 


“T won’t move an inch,” he promises. “Not even to pee when you’re still knocked out.” 


“Thanks, Hap,” Tony repeats, sitting down on the edge of his bed, his fingers brushing over the 
starched sheets. Closing his eyes, he can just make out the sound of LEGOs connecting, and he 
smiles. 


God damn it, he thinks, his smile wavering. I’ve gotten attached. 


Chapter End Notes 


questions? i shall answer them. comments? i shall cherish them. concerns? i shall do 
my best to assuage them. 


Chapter 7 


His ass hurts and he’s not sure where he is. As far as Tony’s life goes, waking to these 
circumstances is not uncommon. His eyelids flutter, struggling to rise, his eyes watering at the first 
burst of light. Groaning lowly, he turns his head, his tongue darting out over his chapped lips. His 
throat is sore, his head is throbbing, and his ass — except it’s not exactly his ass, it’s more like the 
very base of his back. His hands scrabble against the sheets, his blunt fingertips striking the plastic 
guardrails of his bed, and then a hand rests lightly over his forearm. 


“Hey.” She brushes copper hair out of her eyes and leans in closer to his bed, her slender fingers 
curving against his forearm, feeling muscles shift under her palm. “You’re okay, Tony.” 


“Pepper,” he grinds out, his eyes closing, a tear tracking down his temple and disappearing into his 
hair. 


“It's okay Tony, you’re in the hospital. The recovery room, actually. You’re okay, there were no 
complications. Do you need me to call someone?” 


“No,” Tony mutters, his left arm crossing his abdomen so that he can prod at the IV stuck in the 
back of his right hand. Pepper allows this for a few seconds, until he starts to wedge his fingernails 
under the medical tape, then his fingers are gently nudged away. “Where’s Happy?” 


“He’s been waiting for you this whole time.” Pepper’s tone is slightly scolding. Tony opens his 
eyes and squints at her, shifting on the bed at her severe expression. “I think it’s a little extreme to 
ban him from doing anything until you woke up.” 


“T didn’t ban him,” Tony rasps, laughter burning in his chest, the sound choking its way out of him. 
“Happy — Happy worries. Did he really wait the entire time?” 


“He did,” Pepper’s expression softens, her fingers toying with the sheet. “I think his bladder was 
literally about to explode. I told him that I would wait with you while he was gone. I also told him 
to get something to eat.” 


Something to eat. Tony turns his head, his neck stiff, his eyes finding the bright red wrapper on a 
table beside his bed. Pepper follows his gaze and reaches out for the KitKat, nimbly tearing 
through the foil and snapping off a bar. Tony blinks as she brings it up to his mouth, his lips 
parting, his teeth sinking into chocolate and wafer. 


“Do you need me to call someone?” Pepper asks again, turning back to the table so that she can 
pour him a cup of water from a waiting jug. Tony pushes the rest of the candy into his mouth, 
chews, swallows, and sighs. 


“No, I’m okay.” 
“Are you in any pain?” 


“My ass is on fire,” he admits, smiling faintly. “But I’m sure they’ ve got me on painkillers 
already.” 


“T can ask for more,” Pepper rises from her chair, looking down when Tony’s hand wraps around 
her wrist so that she can’t stray from his bedside. 


“T’m better off without them,” Tony says quietly. “Honestly, Pepper, I can handle pain.” 


“If you’re sure,” she says uncertainly, sitting back down and pressing the cup of water into Tony’s 
hand. 


“How did you know that I was...” Tony trails off, chugging the entire cup of water, feeling it slosh 
in his stomach. His stomach seems to have shrunk down to the size of a pebble, he doesn’t think he 
can manage any more of the KitKat, and the sweetness of the chocolate has a sickly quality that he 
can’t seem to wash from his teeth even as he swishes the water around. 


“T checked on your status in the waiting room,” Pepper admits. “Just to make sure that you were 
okay — they have this screen with status updates, so that people aren’t just sitting there wondering 
and worrying. That’s where I met Happy. He had his eyes glued to the screen, I mean glued. It was 
like he wasn’t blinking. We struck up a conversation, I kept him company while Peter was 
sleeping. They took you back to the OR at 2 am.” 


“What time is it now?” Tony glances to his left, sunlight filtering through the thin curtain drawn 
around his bed. 


Pepper glances down at an elegant silver watch on her wrist, humming quietly. 


“Just after 7 am. They were starting to worry about you, actually, you took longer to wake up from 
anesthesia than usual, apparently.” 


“No one tried smelling salts?” Tony wipes at the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand, 
eyeing the water beading on his skin. Pepper fills his glass up again and spares him from 
desperately lapping moisture from his hand. 


“Wafting a KitKat under your nose was probably the next step,” she says with a nod. “Happy was 
worrying himself sick. He loves you a lot.” 


“He’s my best friend,” Tony sighs, resting the empty plastic cup against his chest, his head sinking 
into the pillows. “I’m glad you were there to talk to him, keep him out of his head.” 


“T told him about Peter. I hope that’s okay.” Pepper plucks the cup from his chest and sets it on the 
table. “He actually — well...” She laughs quietly. Tony opens his eyes and looks at her, admiring 
the gentle curve of her lips as she smiles, the way her green eyes light up with mirth. “He knitted 
Peter a blanket. It’s great. I have no idea how he did it in such a short period of time, but the 
needles were blurring with how fast he was moving them.” 


“Tt’s one of his favorite hobbies,” Tony says with a smile. “Half my wardrobe is the Happy Hogan 
knitwear collection.” 


“Do you want another piece of KitKat?” Pepper’s gaze lingers on his face, pleased to see color 
seeping back into his skin. When he had woken, he had been so pale and ill-looking that she had 
searched for a bucket for him to be sick in on instinct. The way his mouth had pinched, his eyes 
screwed tightly shut against the light, it had reminded her of Peter when he woke following a round 
of chemotherapy. 


“Don’t think I can manage it,” Tony replies. “Don’t have much of an appetite. Did they get 
everything they needed?” 


“They did,” Pepper says with a grateful smile. “TI think it takes a few days before they can actually 
start giving Peter infusions. It’s going to be four weeks of treatment.” 


“Four weeks?” Tony sits up suddenly, his hands grasping at the guardrails so hard that the plastic 
creaks, his head tipping back and teeth gritting against the pain that radiates up his spine. 


“Take it easy,” Pepper instructs him, her palms pressing gently against his chest, guiding him back 
down onto the bed. “You’ll make it worse.” 


“T thought that — that they would be able to give it to him in one go, and that he would be...” 
Better. I thought that I would make him better. “Four weeks. God, Pepper, I’m sorry.” 


“Tt’s not a big deal,” Pepper reassures him, pulling her hands away from his heaving chest as he 
sucks in air. “Honestly, Tony, it’s not. The good news is that once the infusions are over, he’ Il be 
discharged and we’ll be able to go home. He’ll only have to come back here for treatment every 
couple of weeks, and they’ll be daytrips. It’s a good thing.” 


Tony presses his hand over his eyes for a moment, wincing when his IV tugs, a muscle flickering 
in his jaw. 


“Listen, Tony...” Pepper says slowly. “Happy was saying that you have a room at the Four 
Seasons. Which is great. But I was wondering if — well, I feel like I owe you. Id feel better if 
you’d... You don’t have to, of course, but I have a pull-out couch at home, and I'd like to... You 
know, take care of you for a few days. Just to make sure that you’re okay. I might not know you 
very well, but something tells me that you’re stubborn, and that you absolutely wouldn’t let Happy 
help you if you were hurting.” 


“What gave you that impression?” Tony parts his fingers to stare at her, his arched eyebrow hidden 
by his palm. 


“Call it motherly intuition,” Pepper says wryly, though she can’t meet his gaze, and a soft pink 
blush is spreading over her face. Tony watches this gentle movement of color with immense 
fascination, as her freckles are soon hidden, her mascara suddenly striking every time her eyelashes 
flutter against her blushing cheeks when she blinks. 


“You don’t owe me anything, Pepper. And I gotta be honest, a suite at the Four Seasons sounds 
marginally more enjoyable than your pull-out couch. 


“Of course,” she says quickly, “it was a stupid idea. Forget it.” 


“What would taking care of me entail, exactly?” Tony’s hand slips down to his chest, tapping idly 
against his hospital gown, his heart beating a little faster with this brief foray into flirtation. 
“Would you wear a nurse’s uniform?” 


“Ew.” 


“I’m taking that as a no, then,” Tony flashes her a charming smile. “Damn, that would’ ve tipped 
me over the edge.” 


“Will you at least call me if you... I don’t know, collapse in the jacuzzi bath of your suite?” 


“Tf I’m still conscious,” Tony says good-naturedly. “If I whack my head on the ceramic, I might be 
out for the count.” 


“T’ll cross my fingers that doesn’t happen,” Pepper says, bending over to gather her purse, an edge 
of a bright blue knitted blanket sticking out. “I’d better get back to Peter, we usually have breakfast 
together and Ill need to get some work done.” 


“Hang on,” Tony says as she stands, his humor transforming into a seriousness he rarely adopts. 
“If he’s going to be here for four weeks, how are you going to...?” 


“ll manage,” Pepper says briskly, shifting the strap of her purse over her shoulder. “I managed 
when he was having treatment, like I said, they’re very accommodating at work.” 


“Tf I stayed with you...” Tony starts off thoughtfully, his arms crossing over his chest. “Just for a 
few days, you know. Maybe I would be able to visit him? That way you’d be able to go to the 
office if you needed to, and you’d know that there’d be someone looking out for him.” 


“You’d do that?” Pepper asks him quietly. 
“Yes.” God forgive me. Yes, I would. 


“Tt’s a comfortable pull-out couch, at least according to the reviews. I did my research before 
buying it, of course. It’s not like — like an air mattress, or anything.” Pepper now sounds like she’s 
trying to sell him on it, and Tony will tell her later that sales had not been her calling. Still, he 
listens as she tells him about her modest apartment in Queens — two bedrooms, one bath, and a 
recently purchased pull-out couch that has never been slept on. 


ure I can’t change your mind on the nurse’s uniform? 
“Sure I can’t ch d on th ° form?” 


“No can do,” Pepper says, her lips twitching into a brief, fractionally amused grin. “Definitely 
edging into vapid celebrity territory.” 


“Tl do it,” Tony decides, offering his hand to shake. “I snore, though.” 
Pepper appraises his hand. 
“Are you hesitating, really? What about owing me?” 


“Fine,” Pepper sighs, shaking his hand. “It’s a good thing I’m not staying overnight. Maybe [Il 
buy you nose strips.” 


“Tried them,” Tony says, squeezing her hand with a grin, Pepper’s blush brightening vibrantly. 
“Just for a few days,” he reminds her, releasing her hand, his grin diminishing. 


“Until you’ re better,” Pepper agrees, jumping when the curtain surrounding his bed is tugged aside. 
Happy Hogan is panting as he staggers into the space. 


“You're awake,” he gives Tony a strained smile, his face ruddy. “I’m sorry,” he says to Pepper, “I 
went as fast as I could.” 


“Honestly, Harold, there was no rush,” Pepper says gently, guiding Happy back down into the 
chair she had recently vacated. “Did you run up here?” 


“Took the stairs,” Happy nods, “couldn’t wait for the elevator.” 
“Did you eat something, Hap?” Tony asks, pointing to the KitKat. “Finish that off.” 


“Just a granola bar,” Happy seizes the candy bar with a grateful expression, offering Tony a piece 
before he eats it. Tony shakes his head slightly, feeling guilty. Happy cares about me, that’s all. 
Cares about me so much that he couldn’t bring himself to eat. 


“T think they’ Il discharge you this afternoon,” Pepper says, turning her attention back to Tony. “Ill 
keep an ear out, since your room is only a few doors down. Then we can head to mine.” 


Happy’s chewing slows, his eyes darting between Pepper and Tony, attempting to catch up on the 
many storylines that seem to have developed during his frantic voyage to the bathroom and the 


cafeteria. 


“Sounds like a plan,” Tony nods, raising one hand to wave goodbye to Pepper as she steps through 
the curtains, closing them after a moment of lingering eye contact with Tony. 


Happy has the tact to wait for the sound of Pepper’s heels clicking against the floor to fade into 
silence. Then, he swallows, clears his throat, and gives Tony a scrutinizing stare. 


“What the fuck just happened?” 
“Happy,” Tony groans, covering his face with his hands. “I’m screwed.” 


“What?” Happy leans closer, shifting from best friend to bodyguard in a blink of an eye. “Tony, 
what’s wrong? Are you okay?” 


“T’m fine,” Tony mumbles into his hands. “Everything’s fine, Happy, it’s just that... Fuck, this 
wasn’t supposed to happen.” 


“What wasn’t supposed to happen? I don’t think I can get your bone marrow back, boss, but —” 


“No, not that. I’m glad I did it. I just wasn’t supposed to... Happy.” Tony’s fingers curl against his 
skin until the sting of his fingernails pressing down makes his eyes water. “I wasn’t supposed to 
have this, but it’s too goddamn late. They found me, and now I have a family. And I don’t deserve 
ie 


“Tl get you a pillow from my room,” Pepper tells him, untucking the sheet from the top right 
corner of the mattress so that she can tuck it under for the third time. Tony is standing by the coffee 
table he had dragged across the living room on Pepper’s instruction so that she could pull the 
couch bed out and has been standing here for fifteen minutes as Pepper neatly made his bed several 
times in a row, finding fault each time. 


“Tt looks great, Pepper,” he says, again, but it hadn’t worked last time. “Really, I can’t wait to get 
into it and go to sleep.” 


That makes Pepper pause, her fingers sweeping roughly over the sheet to ensure that the fabric 
doesn’t bunch up. Tony doesn’t think he’s seen a bed this neatly made since his mother was alive. 


“You do look tired,” she says, her eyes scanning him from head to toe. “Do you need anything 
before I go?” 


Pepper’s plan hadn’t made much sense to Tony when she had first told him, as he was scrawling 
his signature over his discharge paperwork. He could have gone to Pepper’s apartment on his own, 
but that would apparently defeat the purpose of him staying here at all — Pepper wants to take care 
of him. But she also doesn’t want to leave Peter alone overnight, he has not spent a night at St. 
Jude’s by himself since he had first been admitted. When pressed, Pepper admitted to sleeping on a 
small cot beside Peter’s bed, terrified of somehow hurting him with an abrupt movement in her 
sleep. 


“T’ve got everything I need,” Tony waves his hand at her, ignoring the brief flare of pain from the 
bruised skin over the back of his hand from his I'V site. “You’ve fed me, you’ ve watered me, and 


now you're offering me a bed. A man couldn’t get better service at the Four Seasons. Plus, Happy 
is waiting for you outside and he’ll be grumpy if I keep you up here too long.” 


“He told me to take my time,” Pepper corrects him, rising from where she had sat on the edge of 
his bed. “And I still think that we should have gotten you something more nutritious than a dollar 
slice of pizza.” 


“If I get really desperate, [’1l raid your cabinets in the middle of the night. You’ll be fresh out of 
quinoa.” 


“Do you like quinoa?” Pepper asks him, Tony’s breathing deepening in the moments that she 
sweeps past him, a hint of her perfume on the air. 


“Not really. But like I said, if I get really desperate. I’ve never reached those levels of desperation 
for nutritious food, but it’s bound to happen at some point.” Tony follows her to her bedroom, his 
stride more of a stagger, his hand pressing against one of the surgical sites at the small of his back. 


Pepper’s apartment is freakishly neat. Supposedly, she rarely spends any time here, and Tony is 
beginning to suspect that her true reason for stopping home is to wipe away any dust that might 
have settled on her many bookcases. There are even bookshelves set into the walls of the hallway, 
with books wedged tightly together. Tony’s eyes scan over the worn bindings, noticing that Pepper 
seems to arrange her books alphabetically by author. This woman is insane. Who has time to be this 
orderly? 


Pepper’s bedroom is beside Peter’s — the pristine white paint of Peter’s door is disrupted by the 
sign the boy had created himself, the bubble letters jagged and cramped, sloppily filled with 
marker, the colors running over each other to occasionally form a dark green-brown. PETER’S 
ROOM! PETER AND MOMMY ONLY. 


“Nice of him to allow you entry,” Tony tips a shoulder towards Peter’s door, his body resting 
against Pepper’s doorframe. 


“T usually have to go with some sort of treat to actually get in,” Pepper says as she bends over her 
queen-sized bed, brushing away an invisible mote of dust from her grey duvet cover before 
snatching up a pillow from the head of her bed. 


“He should get a bouncer,” Tony says, his eyes moving through Pepper’s room, focusing on the 
untidy stack of books on her nightstand, the box of tissues that is within arm’s reach, the framed 
photographs on her dresser. The lighting is too dim for Tony to make out the pictures, and while he 
considers going into Pepper’s bedroom when she leaves, he doesn’t think he has it in him to breach 
her privacy like that. 


“Bathroom’s in there,” Pepper points to her ensuite, looking at him and then away. “If you want to 
get ready for bed, or need anything...” 


“Sure,” Tony says, turning away from her to return to the living room. “Ill just grab my 
toothbrush, might as well get everything done in one go.” Because he is not going to go into 
Pepper’s bedroom when she is not here, even if he desperately has to go to the bathroom in the 
night — because if he does, he’ll go to the bathroom, and then he’!1 look at those pictures. The sun 
will come up and Tony will be filled with self-hatred and yearning. 


He carefully opens his small carry-on suitcase that Happy had packed for him from his fleet of 
suitcases waiting to be unpacked from his Italy trip. Pepper sets the pillow down at the head of the 
pull-out bed and then hums unhappily, pulling up a corner of the fitted sheet again so that she can 


replace it. Tony bends his head to hide his grin, pulling his toiletry bag from the suitcase. He 
shuffles through the clothing Happy had packed for him, increasingly anxious when he can’t find 
pajamas. You don’t wear pajamas. Tony nods, agreeing with himself, but searches the entire carry- 
on anyways. 


It's fine, Pll just strip down once she leaves. No problem. 
Except, when he emerges from Pepper’s bathroom wearing his jeans and t-shirt, she makes a face. 
“Are you going to sleep in that?” 


“No,” Tony mutters, wiping at his damp chin with the back of his hand, his gums stinging. He had 
stolen a swig of Pepper’s mouthwash without checking the label, but she seems to be using rocket 
fuel to clean her mouth. 


“Are your pajamas covered in... I don’t know, drawings of naked women?” 


Tony tips his head back and laughs, deep in his chest, his hands pressing against the incisions at 
the small of his back which ache in response. 


“No,” he manages to breathe out. “No... But that’s a missed goddamn opportunity. Stark Industries 
is going to pivot to that tomorrow morning, make sure you watch the news.” 


“T will,” Pepper says dryly, stepping aside so that he can shuffle back to the living room. 


“T don’t have any pajamas,” Tony says, lowering himself down onto the edge of the pull-out bed. 
He had been expecting squeaky springs and a thin mattress, but Pepper had done her research. He 
might actually be able to get a decent night’s sleep here. 


“Oh,” Pepper says, looking down at her hands, which clasp together in front of her. “Well... I don’t 
really have anything you can wear.” 


“T wasn’t going to ask to borrow anything, Pepper,” Tony’s teeth clench as he slowly lowers 
himself down onto the bed until he is lying on his back. “As much as I think that I could pull off 
your lingerie.” 


Pepper blushes, but when she speaks, there’s a boldness Tony hadn’t expected. 
“Who says I wear anything to bed?” 


He files away the hint of a challenge in her tone, the whispering suggestion of why don’t you find 
out, Tony? and lets the moment pass. 


“Well, I sure as hell don’t. But I’m preserving your innocence. I'll strip once you’ re outta here.” 


“ll go in a minute,” she says, frowning as she looks at him, with his hands fisting at the sheets, 
the veins on his forearms bulging, the shifting of his jaw as he grits his teeth. “Tony, you can sleep 
on your stomach.” 


“T know that,” he says. “I’m fine.” 


“You’re obviously not fine, you look like someone’s stabbing you in the back. Why don’t you just 
— get comfortable, and then [ll rub some cream on your back?” 


“Are you ordering me to get naked?” Tony turns his head and looks at her, his smile a flash of 
gritted teeth, but his hands relax against the mattress. 


“Would I have more authority if I was wearing a nurse’s uniform?” 
“Yes,” Tony nods. “Are you going to change?” 
“No,” Pepper says crisply. 


“Alright,” Tony sighs and sits up. His fingers hook into the hem of his t-shirt, jerkily tugging it 
over his head. When he struggles to pull his arms free, Pepper hurries forward and carefully guides 
his arms from the sleeves, her hand brushing over his hair as she pulls the t-shirt away from him. 


“T’ll get you some ibuprofen,” she turns away and hurries to the kitchen, her hands folding his shirt 
instinctively. 


Tony had turned down a prescription for Oxycodone upon his discharge, even if was only for six 
pills. They would tempt him too much, he didn’t want to reawaken that part of him that had lain 
dormant for almost two years — the part of him that was there when he woke in the middle of the 
night, his mouth dry, and reminded him of how good he felt when he couldn’t feel anything at all. 
Maybe Pepper thought he was being stubborn, she had been there for Tony’s final denial of the 
prescription, but perhaps she recalled his answers to the drug use section of the questionnaire. He 
accepts the three ibuprofen she presses into his palm, swallowing a mouthful of cool water from 
the glass Pepper had brought him. 


He can feel Pepper’s eyes on him. Her glances are quick, little flashes of focus on his bare 
shoulders, his pectoral muscles, the curls of dark hair between them, his abdomen, his navel, the 
elastic band of his briefs just visible above the waist of his jeans. Tony is vain, but he’s also quite 
rational — he’s a good-looking man, and he’s half naked in Pepper’s living room. They have a kid 
together, she’s more than entitled to a quick peek. What is irrational to him is the way his stomach 
clenches when she looks at him, the way his skin flushes, his chest rising and falling faster as his 
breathing quickens. 


“Ouch,” Pepper murmurs, her hand resting against his shoulder and gently shifting him forward so 
that she can inspect his back. 


“How does it look? Are they big incisions?” 


“No,” Pepper’s hand brushes along the curve of his shoulder before lifting so that she can 
demonstrate the size of the cuts, holding her thumb and index finger with about a quarter of an inch 
apart. “Tiny. But you’re very bruised.” 


“Of course it’s somewhere that I can’t see,” Tony complains, holding his breath when Pepper’s 
fingers trail slowly down the bumps of his spine, until her fingertip brushes over the edge of the 
coalescing bruises at the base of his back. “Fuck,” he inhales sharply between his teeth. “That 
hurts.” 


“You sound surprised,” Pepper quickly pulls her hand away, picking up a tube of cream she had set 
down on the arm of the couch. 


“T’m used to bruises,” Tony eyes the tube warily before lying down on his stomach, propping his 
chin against the pillow. “They stopped hurting when I was a kid.” 


“Can you scoot your jeans down a little?” Pepper sounds matter-of-fact. He spares her from a 
leering grin, but he knows that she’s blushing. 


“Sure,” Tony reaches underneath him to undo his jeans, the zipper rasping, and then he’s easing 
the denim down over his hips. “Need me to take my underwear off, too?” 


“No,” Pepper says immediately. “No, those can stay.” 


“Sure,” Tony repeats, pressing his face against the pillow, tensing when Pepper’s hand presses 
against his back again, but this time she is resting her palm between his shoulder blades. Miles 
away from where she ought to be touching him, but he’s not complaining. His eyes close softly as 
her fingers trace over his skin, his body betraying him when goosebumps start to prickle, but at 
least he’s lying on his stomach. If he were lying on his back, Pepper would have to contend with 
his developing erection, a predicament she likely isn’t equipped to face after her long day. 


“Why are you used to bruises?” Pepper asks him quietly, the bed shifting underneath him as she 
sits down on the edge of it. Tony’s body spasms at the first pass of cream against his back. “It’s 
cold,” she says remorsefully. 


“Tl —” was hit by my dad when I was a kid and now I’m just reckless. “Vm in a bit of a high-risk 
job as far as workplace accidents go,” he says instead, his voice muffled, his hands fisting at the 
pillow as Pepper rubs cream into his bruises. “I’ve never maimed myself, though. 


“Silver linings,” Pepper hums, murmuring apologetically when he hisses, her fingertip glancing 
against an incision. “Sorry. Accident.” 


“What are you putting on me, anyways? Diaper cream?” 

“Peter’s been potty-trained since he was two-and-a-half, thank you. It’s arnica.” 
“Didn’t take you for homeopathy.” 

“Oh?” Pepper’s touch stills against his skin. “What did you take me for?” 
“Rule follower,” Tony grunts. 


“T guess you’re not so vapid after all,” she says lightly, the mattress moving again when she stands. 
“All done. If you have any problems, my number’s on the board next to the house phone. 
Otherwise, make yourself at home and I’ll see you in the morning.” 


“T’ll be at the hospital first thing,” Tony tells her, turning his head so that she can see his face, the 
right side of which is scrunched against the pillow. 


“Oh,” Pepper smiles down at him, rubbing her hands together to wipe away any remaining cream. 
“T was going to come here, actually, and make sure you eat something decent for breakfast.” 


“French toast?” Tony looks up at her imploringly. 


“And at least one piece of fruit, just to make sure that you don’t get scurvy,” Pepper sighs, shaking 
her head, but she’s still smiling. “Seriously, though, call me if you need anything. I’m going to try 
to convince Happy to go to the hotel so that he can finally get some rest. I don’t get much sleep at 

the hospital, so ll answer on the first ring.” 


“Tt’s a long drive to Queens.” It’s not, really, it had only taken them about half an hour to get to 
Pepper’s apartment, factoring in a stop for Tony’s slice of pizza. 


“T don’t mind,” Pepper says. 


“Alright.” Tony looks into her eyes and then looks away, at the glass of water on the end table 
beside the couch, at the grey lampshade above it, clearing his throat. “Good night.” 


“Good night, Tony,” Pepper replies, turning off the lamp. 


Tony remains motionless on the bed as Pepper moves through the apartment, turning off lights as 
she goes, briefly wiping down the kitchen counter when she passes through. She lingers at the 
front door, light pouring in from the hallway, and seems on the verge of saying something. She 
sighs and steps through the doorway, shutting the door quietly behind her. 


“What am I doing?” Tony asks himself, wriggling out of his jeans and groaning as he tugs the 
covers up to his shoulders. He presses his face into Pepper’s pillow, which is a mistake, because it 
smells of her shampoo — vanilla, the scent sweet and gentle, and Tony relaxes further into the 
mattress as he inhales deeply. 


He’s hasn’t come up with an answer to his question as he starts to fall asleep, but he does know that 
he’s in trouble. 


At least he’s not the only one in trouble. Pepper had touched him just to touch him. He wonders if 
she’s asking herself the same question, and if she has an answer to it. 


Chapter 8 


“You smell like maple syrup.” 


Tony leans back from Peter’s bed, lifts the neck of his shirt, and presses his nose into the fabric. 
Peter giggles as Tony takes exaggerated snorts of his shirt. 


“T do. I didn’t even spill any on me.” 


“Did Mommy make you waffles?” Peter asks him curiously, his eyes glued to his half-built LEGO 
Viking ship. 


Apparently, Pepper had taken the time to tell Peter that Tony had spent the night at their apartment, 
because the first thing Peter had asked him when he had entered Peter’s hospital room was if Tony 
had gone into his bedroom and seen his turtle. When Tony had shaken his head slowly, struggling 
to imagine Pepper Potts sticking her hands into an aquarium to scoop up a turtle, Peter had insisted 
that he spend the night again so that he could report back to Peter with the turtle’s condition the 
following morning. 


The apartment had been silent except for the muffled white noise of a ceiling fan chuffing in one of 
the bedrooms. Tony had slept deeply. Pepper had grown concerned when he didn’t wake at her 
quiet murmuring of his name that morning and had reluctantly given his shoulder a shake until he 
stirred. Without discussion, they had decided not to comment on the fact that Pepper had walked 
into her living room to see Tony Stark in nothing but a pair of briefs, the top sheet and blankets 
tangled around his ankles. She had disappeared to the kitchen, muttering about his breakfast, and 
Tony had quickly grabbed an outfit for the day and scampered to Pepper’s bathroom. The scent of 
maple syrup must be overpowering, because Peter hasn’t commented on the scent of his mother’s 
shampoo, which Tony had worked into his hair until a thick lather had formed. 


“Nope, French toast,” Tony says, flattening his shirt against his chest with the heel of his hand. 
“Which do you like more?” 


“Waffles,” Peter says decisively, reaching up with one hand to rub at his shadowed eyes. 
“Sometimes she puts chocolate chips in them.” 


“Hey, ease up there,” Tony mutters, gently taking Peter’s hand in his so that he can guide it away 
from his eyes, which have reddened from the force of his scrubbing. “Do they hurt?” 


“No.” Peter suddenly sounds on the verge of tears. Tony’s eyes dart over to the doorway, hoping to 
see Pepper Potts striding through to rescue him. But Pepper has gone to Oscorp for the day, Tony 
had told her that he would take good care of Peter while she made an overdue trip to the office, and 
he can handle tears. 


“Hey, it’s okay,” Tony murmurs, loosening his grip on Peter’s hand, letting it fall to the knit 
blanket that covers the length of Peter’s bed — Happy hadn’t known the measurements, after all. “I 
know you’re tired. Mom— your mom said you were up all night.” 


Peter looks miserable, a tear clings to the edge of his jaw, he takes a snuffling breath and pushes 
the wheeled tray holding his LEGO set away from his bed. He nods briefly, his little hands 
grasping at the blanket, digging his fingers through the knit. 


Once Tony had emerged from Pepper's bathroom, refreshed and slightly aroused from being in 
Pepper’s shower (he was hopeless), he had realized how exhausted Pepper was. His arousal had 


disappeared, watching her hands tremble as she pushed a piece of French toast around on the pan 
with a spatula, occasionally reaching up to wipe at her eyes. 


“Hey,” he had said gingerly. “Are you okay?” 


“I’m fine,” she had said too quickly, glancing over at him, her eyes damp. “I’m fine, it was just a 
really tough night. Peter was sick for most of it. He hates vomiting, he panics when he senses that 
it’s going to happen, and there’s nothing I can do to help him.” 


“T’m sorry. Here, come on, Pepper, you don’t have to make me breakfast.” He had reached out to 
take the spatula from her hand but she had pushed his arm aside. 


“T know I don’t have to,” she had said sharply. “But I want to. Will you just let me do this for you, 
Tony?” 


“You don’t owe me anything,” he had replied, almost as sharp. “You’re insisting on doing this 
stuff for me and it makes me feel like shit because I can see how fucking tired you are. Let me help 


” 


you. 


Even though his voice had softened towards the end, a heavy silence had hung in the air, and Tony 
had prepared himself for Pepper to tell him to leave her apartment and not come back. He had no 
right to speak to her that way. 


“T’m sorry,” they had said in unison. 


“No, I’m sorry,” Tony had said, just as Pepper had shaken her head and said the same. The tension 
had broken, Pepper had laughed and offered him the spatula, the French toast sizzling in the pan. In 
the end, Tony had made them both breakfast, the result being mostly edible. 


“Do you want me to get someone?” Tony asks Peter, keeping his voice low, though his hand had 
shot out to grab at the tray, narrowly preventing the half-built ship from toppling to the floor. “A 
nurse, maybe?” 


“No,” Peter sniffles. “It’s okay.” 

“Okay,” Tony says. “Do you want to take a nap? We can go back to building when you wake up.” 
Peter sniffles again, chancing an anxious glance at Tony, his brown eyes now glossy with tears. 
“Are you gonna be here when I wake up?” 


“Of course I will be,” Tony says reassuringly. “I told your mom Id look out for you until she got 
back from work. I’m sure she’ll be here soon.” Pepper had looked nauseous herself when she had 
left for work, worrying herself sick about Peter, about him being without her during the day. 


“Just for a little while,” Peter mutters as he starts to get himself ready for a nap, pulling his blanket 
closer and turning his head away from the window. Tony twists in the seat and pulls at the cord for 
the curtains, the bright sunlight dimming. When he turns back to Peter, the boy has nestled deeper 
into his pillows, his trusty stuffed dog (a mutt of a creature that is missing both its ears, chewed off 
by Peter in infancy) tucked against his chest. 


“Alright, just a little while,” Tony agrees, leaning forward to tuck the blankets around Peter. “Do 
you need me to do anything?” 


“Just watch out for monsters,” Peter yawns, his eyelids fluttering. “Mommy fights ‘em. Oh... and 


you gotta...” He yawns again, his eyes remaining shut, his body relaxing. “You gotta say night to 
Rufus.” 


“Rufus.” Tony says, looking wildly around the room, his gaze finally landing on the stuffed dog. 
“Oh.” He kisses the top of the stuffed animal’s head because that’s what you do when you say 
goodnight to your child’s favorite toy, right? “Night, Rufus.” 


Peter smiles, a soft, sleepy twitch of his lips. 


Tony settles back into the chair, crossing his arms over his chest, looking up at the vitals monitor 
above Peter’s bed. He watches it for a while as Peter’s heart rate slows, until he’s reasonably 
certain that the boy is asleep. Then, his arms tensing against his chest, he stares at Peter, searching 
for more similarities — for signs of Howard and Maria Stark in Peter’s features, and for signs of 
himself. 


He reaches up, his fingers brushing over thick strands of hair until he finds the cowlick at his 
hairline towards his left temple, his eyes scanning over the thin layer of brown hair covering 
Peter’s head until he finds a matching cowlick. Tony extends one hand in front of him, examining 
his deft fingers, his blunt fingertips, the calluses clustered at the base of his fingers, the U-shaped 
scar at the base of his right thumb, the brown hair that etches its way along the heel of his hand. 
Leaning forward, careful not to nudge Peter’s bed, Tony examines the boy’s right hand where it 
rests against the blanket. His hands are so small. And yet... they possess the same inherent 
gracefulness that Tony’s hands have. Peter has hands that will suit him well to tinkering, or to 
playing an instrument. 


Peter’s chest rises and falls slowly, the neck of his hospital gown shifting just enough to reveal the 
edges of his collarbones. Tony presses a hand against his own chest, tugging the neck of his t-shirt 
aside so that he can run his fingers over the edge of his left collarbone, circling over the tiny scar 
left behind from a mole removal procedure he had had four years ago. Too much time spent out in 
the California sun. Peter has a mole in the exact same place. 


There’s so much of Pepper in him, too. Tony smiles whenever he catches sight of her in Peter. His 
ears, for instance, a little oversized and tucked close to his skull, but they are the same shape as 
Pepper’s — Tony wouldn’t know this, had Pepper not tucked her hair behind her ears so often 
around him, which had invited intrusive thoughts about kissing along her ear, feeling her skin heat 
against his lips. Peter will grow into his ears, and Tony is sure that the light dusting of freckles 
over his cheeks will strengthen once he’s recovered and is able to play outside. He’s not sure if 
Peter’s inherited his or Pepper’s complexion, he is pale and washed out, his skin has a grim grey 
undertone, the dark bags under his eyes are livid splashes of purple. Perhaps he will inherit 
Pepper’s height, her long legs — Tony hopes that he does. Tony wants nothing more than for Peter 
to grow up happy and healthy, to be more like his mother than his father. 


His cellphone buzzes in his pocket. Tony starts in surprise, nearly tumbling off the edge of his 
chair, grabbing the guardrail of the bed to keep his balance. 


Peter mumbles unintelligibly in his sleep, stirring at the creaking plastic, stilling when Tony 
releases the guardrail and quietly shifts back in his seat. 


Tony grits his teeth as he presses his feet against the floor, the soles of his sneakers squeaking 
against the linoleum, and begins to push the chair backwards towards the window. The phone 
continues to buzz, it’s either Happy, Rhodey — or, God forbid, Obie. The back of the chair strikes 
the windowsill. Tony is as far away from Peter as he can be while staying in the same room, and 
he’s not going to let the boy out of his sight. 


Rhodey’s contact photo lights up the screen, the man’s teeth bared in a snarl as he shouts at Tony. 
Tony smiles, remembering how angry Rhodey had been with him. If memory serves, Rhodey had 
drawn the short straw and had been summoned to collect Tony from a dive bar in LA in the middle 
of the night and had spent over an hour searching for him, only to eventually find him vomiting 
into a dumpster in an alleyway several blocks away. When Tony had taken his picture mid- 
meltdown, Rhodey had snatched his phone from his hand and had thrown it against the wall, it had 
shattered on impact. Fortunately, the best minds at Stark Industries had been able to save the data 
from the broken husk of his phone, and Tony had promptly assigned that photo to Rhodey’s contact 
on his replacement. 


“Hey,” Tony says, his voice hovering just above a whisper. 


“Happy just told me the most interesting story,” Rhodey has to raise his voice to be heard over the 
sound of a fighter jet tearing down the runway. 


“Are you on base?” 


“Uh huh, just got back from a — fuck you,” Rhodey laughs. “Stop changing the subject. Is it true? 
You have a kid.” 


Tony’s eyes flicker over to Peter, then to his vitals monitor, then to his hand as it grasps at the 
blanket. Peter moans quietly, turning on his side, and Tony’s thighs tense, readying himself to leap 
from his chair and press the call button. Peter’s hand relaxes against the blanket, he lets out a long 
breath and seems to settle. 


“T do. Turns out it wasn’t just a dare.” 
“Fuck,” Rhodey exhales. “Happy also said that...” 
“Yeah, he’s sick. He has leukemia. It’s why I’m here.” 


“IT know, Happy told me about that too. It was...” Rhodey clears his throat, the background noise 
becoming muffled. Tony imagines he has sought shelter in a dark corner of an air hanger, waving 
his fellow airmen away. “It was really good of you to do that, Tony.” 


“Tm his —” father. “Well, it would’ ve been fucked up of me not to. Back hurts like a bitch, 
though.” 


“Does it actually? I’m gonna get dishonorably discharged because I was looking up the procedure 
online and saw all these gnarly photos.” 


“They definitely log your keystrokes,” Tony nods, rubbing at his jaw slowly. “If Stark Industries 
ever pivots into other technology, an alternative to satellite internet is going to be at the top of the 
list. I guess I should be happy that you’re able to even call me when you’re on tour.” 


“T wish I was home,” Rhodey mutters. “I would’ ve — this is the kind of thing a best friend is 
supposed to be around for.” 


“Tt’s fine, Rhodey. You can’t go AWOL just because I had needles stuck into my ass and my 
precious stem cells sucked out of me while I was rendered unconscious. Anyways... you’re about 
to get a promotion, right? You can’t risk losing out on becoming Lieutenant Colonel Rhodes.” 


“Td miss out on becoming Lieutenant Colonel Rhodes if it meant I got to meet my nephew,” 
Rhodey grumbles. Tony’s skin warms against his palm, his grin slightly dazed. But he’s not 
Peter’s uncle, because you’re not really Peter’s dad. You’re just Mr. Tony. 


“What’s he like, anyways? Is he a mini-Tony Stark? Has he charmed all the nurses? Does he build 
little robots?” 


“He’s great,” Tony smiles. “He really is. His name’s Peter. He insists on calling me Mr. Tony — I 
don’t know why, his mother just calls me Tony, but... He has manners, I guess. My mother would 
love him. He’s got her smile, I think. It’s crazy, Rhodey, looking at him now I just wish that...” 
Tony swallows, his throat constricting, his voice suddenly thick with emotion. “I just wish that I 
had been there when he was born. God, I wish I knew him. This wasn’t supposed to happen.” 


Rhodey is silent. Tony closes his eyes and waits for Rhodey’s solution. Rhodey always has a 
solution. Tony gets them into trouble, Rhodey gets them out of it. There will be a way for Tony to 
pull himself back from this, to return to his life as before without thinking of Peter and Pepper, he 
just can’t see it because he’s so close to them. Rhodey, thousands of miles away in the sands of 
Afghanistan, will speak the solution aloud and Tony’s hand will spasm against his jaw, resisting 
the urge to slap his forehead at the simplicity of it. 


“T’m guessing you want his mother,” Rhodey finally says. He doesn’t sound disgusted, there’s no 
hint of oh Tony, you utter rapscallion teasing reproach, there’s only a faint sense of resignation and 
an even fainter sense of pity. 


“T don’t know what it is,” Tony’s head strikes the back of the chair, his eyes closing against the 
pain, pressing the phone harder against his ear. “I don’t know if it’s just some... Fuck, I don’t 
know, caveman instinct. Now that I know that she’s had my kid, I want to — but it’s not just that, 
because I look at her and I... Rhodey, I’m screwed.” 


“You look at her and what?” Rhodey’s voice sharpens, alert and on edge, because he knows that 
what Tony wants is impossible. “You want to be with her?” 


“T don’t know,” Tony says miserably. “I want a family.” 


“Tones,” Rhodey sighs. “I don’t even know what to say, man. I mean, this is a lot for you, you 
know? You were in Italy a few days ago, and now suddenly you find out you have a kid, and he’s 
sick. Your mind’s under a lot of stress. Maybe you’ re feeling this way because you need some 
stability.” 


“You’re saying that I’m out of my mind.” 


“That’s not what I’m saying,” Rhodey huffs. “I’m just — I’m looking out for you, Tony. You just 
met this woman, you hardly know her.” 


“Tt feels instinctive,” Tony argues. “It feels natural. When I’m near her, it feels right,” he closes his 
eyes, shuddering at the words that leave his mouth, unused to talking about people like this. He’d 
rather be raving to Rhodey about Pepper’s ass, the stilettos she wears, the hint of cleavage she had 
been showing this morning. Anything would be better than this, than sentiment. 


“You really are screwed,” Rhodey tsks. “Just don’t do anything hasty. Don’t — you’re not gonna 
try to make a move, right? I feel like she’s not going to be very receptive to your usual strategy.” 


“I’m not trying to get into her pants,” Tony replies, but he can’t be outraged at Rhodey’s 
insinuation. His usual strategy is getting into a prospective partner’s pants in under thirty minutes. 
“T don’t know what I’m trying to do.” 


“What’s your game plan?” The connection crackles, Tony hopes the call won’t drop. When 
Rhodey is on tour, it’s rare to get him on the phone. Tony had spent many fretful months following 


the death of his parents sitting near the phone, convinced that the next call would be a nameless 
commanding officer making his way through a list of the friends and family of each deceased 
airman. After that first tour of the Middle East, when Rhodey had returned whole, if not a little 
haunted, it had been easier for Tony to deal with his absence. Still, there are moments when 
Tony’s phone will ring and he will tense, hesitating to pick up, knowing that he will hear Mr. 
Stark, I’m sorry to tell you this, but Major Rhodes was killed in action this morning. 


“T don’t know what to do.” Tony would never say those words to anyone other than James Rhodes. 
“Do you feel like you need to stay until the kid’s finished his treatment?” 


“Yeah. What if they need more bone marrow? What if something happens, and I’m not here — I 
have to stay here, I can’t just leave him and Pepper —” 


“Pepper? Her name’s Pepper?” 


“School nickname,” Tony says dismissively. “That’s irrelevant. I don’t think she wants me to stick 
around. This was supposed to be a one-time deal, you know? I’m not supposed to be a permanent 
fixture, I’m not supposed to get attached.” 


“Sounds like it’s too late for that. Have you guys talked about what you want to do?” 


“No, there hasn’t been time. I don’t want to stress her out more, she has a lot on her plate. I guess 
I'll do whatever makes her life easier. I guess P’Il...” Tony exhales harshly, his breath hissing 
through his gritted teeth. “Talk to her about it today.” 


“Just make sure you don’t make a pass at her,” Rhodey orders. “Not until you’re sure that you 
really feel how you think you feel. And then make sure it’s not a pass and something more... I 
don’t know, romantic.” 


Tony looks over at the LEGO sets arranged on wheeled trays against the wall. There are so many 
of them, Tony should make a donation of wheeled trays to this hospital to prevent a shortage. He 
finds Peter’s medieval tourney grounds, the blacksmith’s hut beside it, and grins. 


“You think I should court her?” 
Rhodey snorts. “God help her.” 


“Tt doesn’t matter, anyways, you’re right. I need to focus on Peter, he’s why I’m here. Not his 
MILF of a mother.” 


“Christ, Tony, never change.” 


“You’ve got it, Major Rhodes. Listen, are you taking care of yourself over there? Are you 
sleeping? I know you’re not eating, but I sent you a package from Italy that should change that, so 
keep an eye out.” 


“Yes, Mom,” Rhodey groans. “I’ve gotta go, though, training exercise.” 


“There’s always a training exercise when I ask you if you’re taking care of yourself,” Tony says 
suspiciously. 


A whistle blows in the background, Rhodey must’ ve paid one of his buddies to blow a whistle at 
his signal. 


“Hear that? Everyone’s rounding up,” Rhodey says distractedly. “Gotta go, T. Pll call you when I 
can. Don’t do anything stupid — does Obie know?” 


“T imagine he knows the basic details,” Tony’s stomach churns. “Haven’t heard from him.” 
“Tf he calls here, I'll tell him to fuck off. Tell Peter I said hi. See you, Tony.” 


“See you, Rhodey,” Tony murmurs, waiting until the dial tone rings in his ear before lowering his 
phone to his lap. 


His attention returns to Peter, who is now a lump under the knitted blanket, his back to Tony. His 
heart rate holds steady at sixty four beats per minute. Tony listens to the sound of his slightly 
shallow breaths, his hand pressing against his chest — against the ache he’s felt there since 
learning of Peter. Since he had learned about this life he could never have more than just a taste of. 
He’s overstaying his welcome, he’s sure that Pepper will agree that it’s time for him to leave when 
he speaks to her tonight. And he will go. 


Ill go, and Ill forget about them. Because if I don’t forget about them, I'll go insane. God, I wish 
things were different. I wish I were different. 


“Oh.” 


Tony’s head jerks up as a nurse steps through the door, his hand shifting to the right to find his 
visitor's badge. The nurse seems to recognize him, though, she gives him a small smile and makes 
her way over to Peter’s bed. She keeps her footsteps light, not wanting to wake him, and quietly 
lifts his chart from the end of his bed. There’s a familiarity to her movements, to her brief appraisal 
of Peter’s sleeping form, and her smile remains as she works. 


“You must be Tony,” she murmurs, glancing over at him, her brown eyes narrowing slightly 
through the lenses of her glasses. 


Tony makes a quiet noise of assent. 


“T’m May,” she says, setting Peter’s chart down before turning back to the boy. Tony tenses 
slightly as she leans over him and slowly shifts the blanket down the length of his body, her fingers 
gently tugging the neck of his hospital gown down so that she can inspect something on his chest. 
Tony gets to his feet, worried that she’s noticed something that he hadn’t, and his breath catches in 
his chest when he sees what she’s looking at. 


“Tt’s a port,” she explains quietly. “He’s had it since he started chemotherapy. It’s a faster way of 
administering medication, fluids... Since he’s been with us for so long, Pepper didn’t want his poor 
hands and arms being poked and prodded every day. It was a quick operation, less than half an 
hour to install it. When he’s finished with treatment, it’1] be removed, and the scar will fade as he 
grows.” 


“Does it hurt?” Tony asks hoarsely, staring at the small, circular lump just under Peter’s 
collarbone, his pale skin pulled tight across it. Thin rays of sunlight slip through the curtains drawn 
across the window, the transparent bandage over the top of the port glinting when it catches the 
light. 


“Peter has high pain tolerance,” May sighs, the port once again hidden by his gown. “He never 
complains. It can sting a bit when we access it, just like getting your blood drawn, but we use a 
numbing cream to make it as painless as possible.” 


“Ts he okay? I mean, did it look okay?” 


May nods, moving to the doorway where she had left a small, wheeled cart. “It looks great. I just 
wanted to check it before I give him some fluids. He has his first stem cell infusion tomorrow, and 
I know he had a rough night. He’s probably a little dehydrated.” 


“Pepper said he was sick,” Tony says, keeping his voice low as he stands beside Peter’s bed. “Do 
you have to wake him?” 


“T’ll try not to,” May replies, returning to Peter’s bedside with the cart. Tony finds that he cannot 
bear to watch as the bandage is drawn back so that the small needle implanted into Peter’s chest 
can be accessed. 


“Hi May,” Peter’s voice is a sleepy murmur, the bed creaking quietly as he rolls onto his back so 
that May can better see his chest. 


“Hi, Peter, honey,” she whispers. “You weren’t supposed to wake up, now Tony’s going to think 
I’m bad at my job.” 


“Mr. Tony?” 


“Yeah, Pete?” Tony asks, toying with the curtains, his ears straining for any sounds of discomfort 
from Peter. 


“Do you know when Mommy’ Il be back?” 


“All done,” May says, adjusting the fluid bag where it hangs from the IV rack beside Peter’s bed, 
tucking his blanket around him once again. 


Tony breathes a quiet sigh of relief and turns back to Peter. The boy is blinking owlishly, doing his 
best not to fall back asleep. 


“T can call her and ask her to come back now, if you want?” Tony pulls his phone from his pocket 
and checks the time. “She’s supposed to be back in two hours, though.” 


“Okay,” Peter yawns, rubbing at his eyes again. 


“Hey, May,” Tony says as May starts to wheel the cart back to the door. “Peter’s eyes have been 
bothering him.” 


“Probably dry eye,” May says with a nod. “Side effect of chemo. I’ve got some drops here that’ Il 
help.” 


“Yuck,” Peter sighs. “Makes my eyes all sticky.” 


“T’m sorry,” May pats his shoulder gently, uncapping the tube of eye drops. “Two squirts, like 
always.” 


Peter forces his eyes open wider, flinching as May squeezes drops into them. He blinks rapidly 
when she draws away, artificial tears trickling down his cheeks, but his bloodshot eyes look a little 
less inflamed. 


“T’ll see you in a little bit, Peter,” May smiles. “You did great.” 
“Thank you,” Tony follows May to the door. “You’re really good with him.” 


“He’s a great kid,” May replies, glancing over at him. “Pepper and I are good friends, Peter’s like 
family. She told me everything, of course.” 


Tony’s cheeks flush. “Right. Yes. The sp —” he clears his throat. “Uh, the donation.” 


“Tt was good of you to come,” May’s eyes soften as she looks at him, watching him rub sheepishly 
at the back of his neck, his eyes focused on his sneakered feet. “It means a lot. And he really is a 
great kid.” 


“Thank you,” Tony says again, his hand grasping at the doorframe, his knuckles whitening. 
“Don’t be afraid to use the call button if you need anything. It was nice to meet you, Tony.” 
“Mr. Tony?” Peter’s voice drifts over to him, as does the very loud yawn that immediately follows. 


“Yeah, Peter?” Tony returns to Peter’s bedside, looking down at him anxiously. “Are you okay? 
May just left, but I can get her again, if you need her.” 


“No,” Peter shakes his head, scooting over on the narrow bed, opening up a small patch of space 
beside him. “Do you wanna cuddle?” 


“Do I want to...” Tony trails off. “I don’t know, Peter, it’s just that — well, ’m not your — your 
mom’II be back soon.” 


“Please?” Peter cracks open his eyes to look up at Tony pleadingly. “I had bad dreams.” 


Damn it. “Okay.” Tony remains frozen in place beside the bed. “Okay, sure. I don’t want to crush 
you, though.” 


“Shoes off,” Peter reminds him, his feet moving under the blanket to emphasize his point. 


“Okay,” Tony repeats, kicking off his sneakers. He pads over to the other side of Peter’s bed, his 
eyes moving from the bruises on Peter’s arms to the IV snaking out from the neck of his gown. 
“There’s not much room, Peter.” 


Peter scoots over again, until he’s practically crushing himself against the guardrail. 


“Don’t do that,” Tony says quickly, climbing up onto the bed and settling into the spot beside 
Peter. The guardrail presses against his back, pain radiating from the incision sites that had hardly 
bothered him all day, but Tony ignores the pain in favor of gently maneuvering Peter away from 
the guardrail. The boy’s head rests against his chest, Peter hums happily and nestles closer, one 
arm slinging across Tony’s torso. 


“Nothing hurts?” Tony’s arm slowly wraps around Peter, feeling the sharp edges of his shoulder 
blade against his palm. 


“Nope,” Peter mumbles. “Mr. Tony?” 
“Yeah?” 
“Mommy says that —” Oh, God, she wasn’t supposed to tell him. “— You make robots.” 


“Oh.” Tony smiles, his free hand lifting so that he can knuckle at his forehead, his stomach 
untwisting itself from the knots it had contorted into when Peter had uttered the beginning of his 
sentence. Of all the things he builds for Stark Industries, all of the weapons that drench his hands 
in blood, Pepper had chosen to focus on the robots he builds privately. “Yeah, I do. I have two, 
actually. DUM-E and U.” 


“Dummy,” Peter giggles. 


“He is really stupid,” Tony nods. “Kind of like a big, dumb, metal dog. U is only a little smarter, 
but that’s because he’s newer. And I also have J.A-.R.V.I.S. He’s not really a robot, though, he’s 
more of a...” Tony frowns, there’s no real way to simplify artificial intelligence. “He’s a person 
without a body.” 


“But then...” Peter frowns, his fingers curling against the fabric of Tony’s t-shirt. “How does he go 
places?” 


“He doesn’t go places, not really. He stays at my house in California, he makes sure that nothing 
breaks there, he makes sure that I don’t forget to go to work... One day I'd like to have 
J.A.R.V.I.S. with me everywhere, I just haven’t figured it out yet.” 


“Maybe you could make him a body,” Peter yawns. “You can use my LEGOs, if you want. I have 
a lot.” 


“Thanks, Peter,” Tony grins, his hand rubbing soothingly against Peter’s back. “I’m sure 
J.A.R.V.I.S. would love a body made out of LEGOs. You and I can design it, how does that 
sound?” 


Peter mumbles in agreement, his fingers unfurling from Tony’s shirt, his breathing starting to slow. 
Tony turns his head, his neck aching, and finds Peter’s vitals monitor above them. 


“We could give him superpowers, maybe,” Tony continues, watching Peter’s heart rate decrease. 
“We could put a propulsion system in his feet so that he can fly. ’ve been working on stealth 
technology, maybe we could modify the LEGO bricks so that he can turn invisible whenever he 
wants, or maybe...” 


Tony speaks until his throat aches, with Peter tucked into his side, fast asleep. His sleep is easier, 
he doesn’t shift away from where he is nestled against Tony’s chest, his breath puffing against 
Tony’s shirt. 


When Pepper Potts returns, she takes in the sight of Tony in Peter’s bed without comment. There’s 
a flash of a smile, her expression settling back into constant exhaustion as she sets down her purse. 
Happy Hogan barrels into the room with a brown paper bag swinging at his side, full of food from 
Tony’s favorite Italian restaurant on Long Island. Peter wakes at the first booming laugh that 
issues from Happy, and the room is soon filled with conversation and laughter. 


Pepper and Tony don’t leave the hospital until a little after eight o’clock that night, they tiptoe out 
of Peter’s room, their son having dozed off while watching cartoons. They don’t speak during the 
drive to her apartment, listening to Happy croon along with the radio, occasionally catching each 
other’s eye and turning away to avoid bursting out into laughter. 


“You don’t have to do this,” Tony says again as Pepper twists the cap off the tube of arnica. “You 
can go back to the hospital, my back’s fine.” 


“Tt looks terrible,” she says succinctly, her index finger prodding the deep bruising at the base of 
his spine. “You know,” she continues, rubbing cream into his skin. “I realized last night that you 
could have just slept in my bedroom, since I’m not here. I’m sorry, I don’t know why I had you 
sleep on this bed,” she shifts her weight, the mattress of the pull-out bed squeaking underneath her. 


“It’s fine,” Tony mumbles, pressing his face into the pillow, his hands clenching at the soft fabric 
as Pepper’s fingers trail over his skin. J didn’t have to stay here at all — it doesn’t even make sense, 
since you go back to the hospital for the night and I’m all alone here. But it makes you feel better, 
Pepper, so I'll do it. 


“Peter’s infusions start tomorrow,” Pepper’s hand stills against his back. “I wanted to talk to 


you...” 

“Tl go,” Tony lifts his head, looking back at her over his shoulder. “You’ve been kind to me, 
Pepper, kinder than you needed to be. I probably should have left today, I just wanted to make sure 
that you both would be alright — I was going to suggest that I leave tomorrow, once he’s had his 
first treatment, that way I'd be there if they needed more bone marrow, or...” 


“T don’t want you to leave,” Pepper says quietly. “Peter wants you to be there, too. He told me that 
you both are designing a body for a man who lives in your house.” 


“T...” Tony’s lips twitch into a grin. “My house is run by an artificial intelligence named 
J.A.R.V.I.S. — it’s short for something, but really, I named him after...” His fingers fidget with the 
pillowcase. “I had a, uh, butler growing up. His name was Jarvis. He took care of me more than my 
parents did, him and his wife, Ana. Jarvis died a few years ago, but it’s like he’s still with me 

— and I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this. I don’t have a bodyless man 
ghosting around my house.” 


Pepper’s touch burns into his skin, he wants her hands on his chest, he wants her fingers in his hair, 
he wants her lips against his. He wants her. 


Pepper smiles, her cheeks blushing faintly, and sets the tube of arnica aside. 
“Tl be there, if you want me to be,” Tony murmurs. 


“T do,” she says softly. “I'll be back in the morning for breakfast. You can use my room if you 
want.” 


Tony stretches his legs out until his feet are touching both corners of the bed, groaning in 
exaggerated comfort. 


Lf 


“Nah, you couldn’t pay me to get off this bed. I’m too comfortable. I might just stay here forever.’ 


It’s brief, barely a brush of her lips against his skin, but Tony’s heart stutters in his chest when she 
bends down to kiss his cheek. 


“Good night, Tony,” Pepper turns away from him before he can see her face, his fingers pressing 
against the spot she had kissed along the ridge of his cheekbone, her lipstick waxy against his 
fingertips. 


“Good night, Pepper,” Tony finds his voice as she opens the front door. 


“Fuck,” he says to no one, rolling onto his back despite the greasy marks the cream will leave on 
the sheets. He had said it jokingly, the words had slipped out unthinkingly, but now a heavy weight 
settles on his chest. 


He might just stay here forever. 


Chapter 9 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“How many did he eat?” Peter asks Tony again. “He’s gotta eat at least three.” 


“Piggly Wiggly ate three pellets, I swear.” Tony had squatted in front of the large aquarium kept on 
Peter’s dresser, his eyes glued to Peter’s small, pig-nosed turtle, and had watched as the turtle 
swallowed each pellet that Tony had dropped into the tank. “I watched him chew and swallow.” 


“Okay,” Peter nods. “I just don’t want him to be mad at me. He needs three pellets.” 


“T’ve been feeding him too, honey,” Pepper says from the other side of the bed. Peter is wedged 
between Tony and Pepper. He had insisted that they both cuddle with him as he had started his first 
infusion, and had accepted bites of the breakfast they had brought with them from Pepper’s 
apartment. “Three pellets a day.” 


“Did you watch him to make sure he swallowed them?” Peter looks at his mother intently. 
“Absolutely,” Pepper lies. 


Tony grins, taking a sip of his coffee, his left arm going numb where it is wedged under Peter and 
Pepper’s backs. His fingers shift slightly against Pepper, glancing against the side of her breast, her 
eyes flicking over to him. 


“Sorry,” he says quickly, his hand falling limply against the mattress. “Losing feeling in my arm.” 
“Peter, can you sit up so that Tony can pull his arm free? We’re flattening it.” 


“No, no, it’s fine,” Tony shakes his head, coffee burning down his throat as he swallows a huge 
gulp. “Don’t move, Peter.” 


Peter seems happy not to move, his head resting on his parents’ shoulders, and Tony doesn’t mind 
having a numb arm in exchange for holding them both close to him. 


“Are you feeling okay?” Pepper asks Peter for the dozenth time this morning, looking at the hazy 
fluid coursing through his IV line. Nurses and doctors have asked Peter the same thing, stopping in 
every few minutes to make note of his vitals, to search for any signs of an adverse reaction to the 
infusion. Peter had tolerated the constant interruptions and repeated questioning in good humor, 
mostly because Tony kept passing him bite-sized pieces of chocolate croissant. Pepper wipes away 
the chocolate smeared across his mouth, but it always reappears after a few minutes — Tony had 
bought several chocolate croissants from the cafeteria on their way to Peter’s room. 


“T’m okay,” Peter nods, starting to sit up, Tony’s bicep buzzing with pins and needles once the 
pressure is relieved. “Can we work on the castle now, Mr. Tony?” 


Peter’s bedroom had been filled with LEGO sets. Tony had nearly broken his foot when he had 
stepped into the room, right onto a half-built Death Star. It had taken him several minutes to 
replace the pieces he had accidentally kicked across the room when he had jerked his foot away in 
response to the sudden pain as LEGO pieces had implanted themselves in the sole of his foot. Once 
his vision had cleared, Tony had gone from set to set, grinning until his cheeks ached. He had 
reached a huge plastic tub of miscellaneous LEGO pieces and hadn’t been able to help himself. 


After a few hours, an impressive castle had started to take form, reaching Tony’s knee. There were 
at least ten towers, a central keep, and long, flat boards of green for other components to be slotted 
into place, like the tourney grounds and Peter's new smithy. Once Tony had successfully fed 
Piggly Wiggly his three pellets, offering the turtle snippets of encouragement about Peter’s 
imminent return, he had called Happy. Happy had left the car idling at the front of Pepper’s 
apartment building, and together, he and Tony had hefted the entire castle project down to the car. 
Pepper’s eyes had widened when she caught sight of them staggering down the sidewalk towards 
the car, she had jogged over to them to help them, catching one of the towers when it fell off. The 
three of them had carried the castle up to Peter’s bedroom, Pepper balancing a corner of the project 
on one hand, her other holding a bag full of scrambled eggs, bacon, waffles, fruit, and a layer of 
chocolate croissants. 


It had taken a lot of convincing to get Peter to spend the first hour of his infusion lying down, thus 
the cuddles and the chocolate croissants. All he had wanted to do was play with the castle, improve 
upon it, and perhaps brainstorm the moat. Now it appears that what patience he had has worn thin. 
His eyes are fixed on the castle where it is sitting on four wheeled trays pushed together, his left 
hand tapping an insistent beat against the knitted blanket covering the three of them. 


“T don’t think we can build the moat today,” Tony hums, fisting his left hand when Pepper raises 
herself up just enough that he can pull his arm free. Heaving himself out of Peter’s bed, Tony 
shuffles his way over to the castle, setting his coffee down so that he can put his hands on his hips 
as he circles the build. “It’s gonna take a lot of planning, and a lot more pieces than what we’ ve 
got. Like I said, we’ll need to build a basement level, and there has to be a drainage system so that 
the water can flow... We’ll need a pump system, too, probably something I could grab from a 
hardware store...” 


“Does it really need a moat, Peter?” Pepper asks, her gaze following Tony as he paces around the 
castle, his expression one of intense concentration. “With real water, I mean? Maybe you could 
build a moat and just put blue blocks in it?” 


“No,” Tony answers immediately. “No, it needs to be real water or else it won’t look cool, Pepper.” 
“Could it be big enough for Piggly Wiggly to swim in?” Peter asks curiously. 
“Absolutely not,” Pepper replies. “Piggly Wiggly stays in his tank, remember? That’s the rule.” 


“We could definitely make it wide enough for him,” Tony murmurs, his hand resting against the 
back of his head, sifting his fingers through his hair as he thinks. “Kinda like when they had 
crocodiles in moats...” 


“Oh, God,” Pepper groans, imagining a turtle on the loose in her apartment, tracking tiny, wet 
footprints across her wood floors, taking curious bites out of the pages of her many books. 


“Come, on, Pepper,” Tony’s grin is charming, rakish, and impossible to resist. “It'll be fun.” 


Tony stays for the first day of Peter’s infusions, and then the second, and the third — and every 
day after that. He, Pepper, and Peter spend four weeks together, getting to know each other, 
laughing together, and working together to build a moat under Peter’s castle. Tony is there during 
the long nights when Peter is sick, holding his son in his arms as he sobs, wiping away sweat from 


his forehead, brushing tears from his cheeks with the back of his hand, murmuring soothingly 
against the top of his head as he shakes and sniffles against Tony’s chest. He entertains Peter when 
Pepper goes to the office for the morning. Their designs of a body for J.A.R.V.LS. have evolved 
into a supersoldier-esque figure capable of flight, invisibility, super-speed, and super-strength. 


He and Pepper make daily stops at her apartment to ensure that Piggly Wiggly gets his three 
pellets. Tony often finds himself roped in to cleaning the kitchen while Pepper does a quick load of 
laundry. They sit together on the couch and have a cup of coffee as they chat about Pepper’s 
current projects at work — or about Tony’s past, about his parents, about his time at Groton. 
Pepper particularly enjoys his stories of his time at MIT with Rhodey — since Rhodey couldn’t be 
there to meet her, Tony did his best to paint his best friend in the most realistic light possible. 
Pepper smiles whenever he mentions Rhodey, so he thinks he’s done a good job. Tony had told her 
everything, except about how his sperm donation had been the result of a dare. No matter how 
many times he imagined the conversation in his head, rewording his explanation each time, there 
was no way to avoid how childish the reality was. And Pepper wouldn’t find childishness 
endearing, he knows that, because he knows her now. He knows that she is patient and can tolerate 
him when he is being unreasonable — like when he gets a poor night’s sleep on the cot beside 
Peter’s bed and is sharp and snarly with her. She doesn’t complain when he hogs the bathroom in 
Peter’s room to shave, listening silently when he explains that shaping his goatee requires a deft 
hand and extreme attention to detail. At most, her eyes will darken with frustration and she will 
speak curtly to him, but she never loses her temper. 


He is worried that the connection between them will snap once Peter learns that Tony is his father. 
He and Pepper sleep side-by-side on the floor of Peter’s room, their cots separated by a foot of 
distance, their hands brushing against each other in their sleep. When they had first started sitting 
on her couch together to enjoy a cup of coffee after their chores were done, they would sit on 
opposite ends of the couch, an entire cushion of space between them. As the weeks had passed, the 
distance had closed, until their shoulders would brush against each other, his thigh pressed against 
hers. When he said something that made her laugh, she would reach out and brush a hand over his 
forearm or his thigh, and he would strive to make her laugh as much as possible, just so she would 
touch him again. She hasn’t kissed his cheek since that first time, but he has taken liberties — he 
has kissed her hand, he has kissed her cheek, her forehead... These kisses occurred in times of 
vulnerability, when Pepper would allow herself to feel the extreme emotions she has been bottling 
up during Peter’s treatment. 


One night, Tony had woken on his cot and had reached out for her, his hand grasping at the thin 
mattress of her cot instead of her shoulder. He had sat up, his vision blurry, listening to the quiet 
rings and beeps of Peter’s monitors, background noise that had long since faded out of his 
awareness. He had been hyperaware of every sound, focusing on the muffled sobs seeping out 
from the crack at the bottom of the bathroom door. Tony had pushed himself up onto his feet, 
glancing back at Peter to ensure that he was asleep, and then he had walked to the bathroom. 


Pepper had flinched when he had opened the door, covering her face with her hands and turning her 
back to him. 


“I’m fine,” she had whispered into her hands. “I’m fine.” 


“Pepper,” Tony had quietly shut the door behind him, the small bathroom suddenly made tiny once 
the door had shut. He stood behind her, his hands resting on her shoulders, feeling the small 
tremors coursing through her. “Pepper,” he had said lowly, bending his head so that he could kiss 
the nape of her neck, his forehead pressing against her heated skin, her hair tickling against his 
face. 


She had tensed at the flutter of his lips against her neck, her hands dropping to grab at the sink. 
“What’s wrong?” He had murmured against her skin. “Talk to me.” 


“Nothing’s wrong,” Pepper’s eyes had lifted to look at him through the mirror, her right hand 
reaching behind her, her fingers carding through his hair. 


He had lifted his head from her neck, his eyes meeting hers in the mirror. 


“The treatment’s almost done,” Tony had said, gently turning her to face him. His hands had lifted 
from her shoulders, his palms cradling her cheeks gently. Pepper’s eyes had fluttered closed as his 
thumbs had brushed away her lingering tears. She had let out a soft sigh, heated air brushing over 
his face as he had leaned in close to her and kissed her eyelids. The thin skin was swollen from 
crying, Pepper’s fingers had curled against his scalp as he murmured her name between gentle 
kisses to her face. “He is going to be okay, Pepper,” he had said, his lips tracing over the shell of 
her ear, nosing strands of hair aside. 


“I know,” she had whispered. “I know, that’s why I’m — he’s going to be okay. He’s really going 
to be okay.” 


“Yes,” Tony had pressed his forehead against hers, her hand resting against the nape of his neck, 
her fingers splaying and teasing at the short strands of hair there. “He is going to be okay. Come 
back to bed. You’re dead on your feet.” 


She had nodded against him, the movement had brought their lips together. Tony had closed his 
eyes and had stilled, his lips parting as Pepper had pulled him closer, the kiss transforming from an 
accident into something intentional. They had stood in the bathroom, Pepper pressing against him 
when his arms had wrapped around her waist and drawn her close, and she had sighed his name 
into his mouth when his tongue had brushed against hers. 


“Let’s go to bed,” Tony had repeated, drawing on strength he didn’t know he had to break the kiss, 
even though he wanted to press her up against the wall and slip his hands up under her pajama shirt. 
Pepper always wore matching pajama sets to bed, he found it adorable, and over the course of four 
weeks he had never seen a repeat. That night, she had been wearing a set of pink and yellow tie-dye 
pajamas, the hem of the shorts had stopped at her mid-thigh, and Tony had wanted her so badly 
that he had almost given in — his resolve had nearly crumbled when Pepper had dragged her 
thumb along his bottom lip, looking into his eyes without a hint of hesitation. 


“Alright,” she had finally said, taking his offered hand, allowing him to tug her back into Peter’s 
room to her waiting cot. 


They haven’t spoken about the kiss, even though a week has gone by since, but there have been 
moments. Moments when Tony’s eyes would dart down to her lips, his attention remaining there as 
they spoke. Moments when Pepper would lace their fingers together while they walked from the 
parking garage to the hospital entrance, her head resting against his shoulder. Moments when Tony 
would lie back on Peter’s hospital bed and she and Peter would both move closer to him. Pepper 
would sling an arm over Tony's abdomen, her fingers gliding up under his shirt to trace idle 
patterns over the skin of his side, trailing over his ribs, pressing her palm flat against his abdomen 
to feel it rise and fall as he breathed. Moments when Tony would give anything in the world to kiss 
her again — but he never did. 


Tony is the first to wake on the morning of Peter’s discharge day. He’s briefly disoriented, there’s 
a moment of panic when he realizes he’s in a hospital, the sharp scent of disinfectant making him 
flinch. And then his hand brushes against the back of Pepper’s where it rests on the floor, her arm 


dangling off the side of her cot, reaching out for him in the space between them. He turns on his 
side, his heart slowing, and looks at her as she sleeps. 


Over the course of four weeks, the signs of exhaustion in Pepper’s face have softened. The lines 
that had bracketed her mouth and deepened across her forehead when she frowned have started to 
fade, replaced by laugh lines around her eyes from Tony and Peter’s constant mischief. The bags 
under her eyes have lightened as well. Pepper had protested Tony’s gift of eye cream at first, 
having immediately Googled the price, furious that he would spend such an amount on her. When 
he had muttered something about wanting her to have nice things, she had accepted the present 
with a slight smile, and had only squirmed for the first minute when Tony had insisted on applying 
the cream for her. It’s definitely helped, as has Tony’s presence. She worries less knowing that he’s 
with Peter, his being there has allowed her to take breaks. She had been resistant in the beginning, 
when Tony had suggested that she take some time for herself, insisting that self-care was 
important. But after her first afternoon to herself, returning to them with a fresh manicure and 
haircut, Pepper had walked lighter, like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. 


He had almost opened his mouth and said /’/l always be here, if you want me to be. But he hadn’t, 
cognizant of his phone buzzing in his pocket. Obadiah Stane, calling him again — he had called so 
many times that Tony’s voicemail inbox is now full. Obadiah never texted, and Tony knew that his 
borrowed time was almost up. His absence had been noted in the press a few days ago, there were 
rumors that he had been forcibly admitted into a rehabilitation facility, and Stark Industries’ PR 
team was staying tight-lipped about his sudden disappearance. 


Pepper’s eyes open when Tony takes her hand in his, their fingers entwining. She blinks sleepily 
against the sunlight streaming in through the window, raising her free hand to brush her hair out of 
her face, the copper strands aglow. 


You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. Every goddamn day, I wish that I had been here 
from the start. Will you have me now? 


“Morning,” she whispers, squeezing his hand. “Sleep okay?” 
“Slept great,” he whispers back, his thumb brushing against her knuckles. “Pepper?” 
“Yeah?” She yawns, pressing her hand against her mouth, her eyes squeezing tightly shut. 


Tony’s jaw aches, battling against his own echoing yawn, focusing on their joined hands. He 
swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing, feeling overheated under the thin sheet. He runs hot, while 
Pepper is always cold. He had given her the blankets off his cot when they had first started 
spending the night here together. 


“T want to kiss you.” 


Pepper’s eyes open, her hand slackening in his. She looks down at their hands, a furrow forming 
between her eyebrows, her teeth toying with her bottom lip. 


“T’ve wanted to kiss you since the first minute I met you,” he continues, his thumb continuing its 
slow massage against her knuckles. “But, ever since that night — you know the one.” 


“The one when I embarrassed myself crying in the bathroom?” Pepper asks him, her tone teasing 
and slightly dazed. 


“The one when we kissed,” Tony corrects her softly. “It’s crazy. I know that it’s crazy. But — but I 
don’t want to leave him, and I don’t want to leave you. I don’t think I can. And I’m not the type of 


guy... ve never been the type of guy to be in a committed relationship. The last serious 
relationship I was in,” Tony swallows again, his mouth dry. “She told me that I needed to change. 
That I would never, that I could never... be really happy with someone until I fixed myself. She 
was right. But I’ve never been the type of guy to be a father, either, and... And then I met you and 
Peter, and I’ve changed. I think I’ve changed.” 


“You have,” Pepper reassures him, her eyes meeting his. Tony exhales when she pulls her hand 
free, but then her fingers trail along his jaw. 


“Can I kiss you?” Normally, Tony sought forgiveness rather than permission, but here, now — I 
can't screw this up. God, please say yes. 


“Yes.” 


Tony crawls across the distance between them, Pepper sighs as his body settles on top of hers, the 
thin mattress of the cot dipping against the floor at their combined weight, her thighs pressing 
against his hips as his lips capture hers in a hungry kiss. There is no need for hesitation. What little 
restraint he had shown the night they had first kissed is gone, his desire for her is too strong for 
him to even consider keeping things innocent and sweet. 


She tilts her head, her lips parting, and gasps quietly at the heat of his tongue as it slips into her 
mouth. Her fingers curl against his skin, her fingernails scratching at his cheek. Tony’s answering 
moan makes her shudder. His fingers tangle in her hair, teasing soft strands of hair between his 
fingertips, his eyes closing as he kisses her. Pepper’s hands rest against his shoulders for a moment, 
hesitating, and then she strokes along the length of his spine, inhaling sharply when he arches 
against her. 


“Pepper,” he pants against her mouth, inhaling shakily. “Pepper,” this time, he moans her name, 
the muscles of his back tensing under her hands as they move under the hem of his t-shirt. 


“Tony,” she replies, wriggling against him so that the blankets covering her start to slip. Tony 
reaches between them, quickly shoving the blankets aside, his hands cupping her breasts through 
the fabric of her pajama shirt. 


“T like these,” he grins, his forehead brushing against hers as he looks down at Pepper’s shirt which 
is decorated with drawings of different flowers. “Not as much as drawings of naked women, 
though.” 


She tips her head back and laughs. Tony can’t resist the expanse of pale skin now exposed to him. 
Her fingers bunch in his shirt when his lips press to her pulse point, her breathing turning shallow 
as he drags his teeth along the length of her throat, his tongue soothing the slight sting that follows. 


“T want you,” he murmurs against the base of her neck. “So goddamn bad.” 


“T want you, too,” she whispers, whimpering quietly as his tongue laves over the column of her 
throat. “At home,” her hips rock against his as he grinds against her. “Once we get home.” 


“Okay,” Tony lifts his head, his brown eyes heated with lust and a feeling he refuses to 
acknowledge, let alone label. “God, Pepper,” his chest rumbles against hers as he speaks, kissing 
her again, and then again. “I wish,” he says between kisses, his hands ranging over her body, his 
fingers curling against the juts of her hip bones, pinning her to the cot so that she can’t move her 
body against his — the friction is almost unbearable. It would be so easy to slip her pajama pants 
down, to shove his sweatpants down his hips and have her. 


“T wish I’d been here from the start,” he says, swallowing a moan when her teeth sink into his 
bottom lip. 


“Me too,” she murmurs. “But you’re here now.” 


“Yes. I’m here now. I promise.” He breaks the kiss, pressing his forehead against her shoulder, his 
chest heaving. 


Pepper’s body is lax and languid underneath him. The right leg of his sweatpants draws up as she 
drags her foot along his calf. He nuzzles against the juncture of her shoulder and her neck as her 
slender fingers toy with his hair, gently tugging on brown curls until they are drawn taut before 
releasing them. 


“You make a noise when we kiss,” she says teasingly, her fingers spreading through his hair, 
giving his scalp a gentle massage. 


Tony smiles blissfully, tilting his head to press harder against her hand, shuddering when her 
fingers probe at a knot at the nape of his neck. 


“T do?” He asks lazily, stretching out on top of her, groaning in satisfaction when his back cracks. 
Pepper shifts underneath him as his weight resettles, his arms stretching out on either side of the 
cot, his fingers dragging against the cold floor. 


“You do,” Pepper confirms, her fingernails scratching light red lines into his tan skin. “It’s like a 
little hum.” 


Tony lifts his head, scowling down at her, her hand cupping the nape of his neck. 
“T do not.” 


Pepper leans up and kisses him softly, smiling when she feels the vibration of Tony’s soft hum, his 
arms moving to wrap around her and hold her against him. 


“Okay,” he says, his lips brushing against hers as she speaks. “It was just one time.” 
“Guess I'll just have to keep kissing you to prove it to you,” she replies, rolling her eyes. 


“There are worse ways to test a hypothesis,” Tony grins, pressing his face against her neck. 
“May’ll be in soon. She said she wanted us out of here before breakfast. Peter wants waffles.” 


“You both want waffles,” Pepper says with a soft smile. “Believe me, Tony, you made a very 
compelling argument last night. A homecoming breakfast of waffles with chocolate chips and 
whipped cream. You’ll make yourselves sick.” 


“Nah, we won’t,” he shakes his head, staring at a cluster of freckles at the base of her neck, almost 
hidden by the forming bruise he had sucked into her skin. 


“T think...” Pepper pauses, her fingers tapping idly against the crown of his head. “T think that we 
should tell Peter today.” 


Tony tenses. He feels Pepper’s chest still against his, she’s holding her breath. He climbs off her 
silently, drawing the blankets over the length of her body, and then sits on the edge of his cot. She 
turns onto her side, looking at him searchingly, sighing when Tony’s elbows rest against his knees 
so that he can hold his head in his hands. 


“Tony,” she whispers, her fingertips stretching out and brushing against the fabric of his 
sweatpants. “I don’t understand what you want. There was never any expectation that you would 
stay. I’m so happy that you stayed. Peter adores you, you know that he does. You say you don’t 
want to leave us, so what do you want to do? Do you want to stay with Peter and me without telling 
him that you’re his father? Do you want to stay Mr. Tony? That’s fine, but one day he’!l put two 
and two together, and it’ll be one day soon. There are too many physical similarities, and he’s very 
observant. But if you don’t want...” She pulls her hand away. “If you are going to leave and not 
come back, then we shouldn’t tell him anything. And you and I shouldn’t — it should stop here.” 


“T don’t know what I want.” Tony’s forearms tense, his grip tightening, his knuckles whitening as 
he grasps at his head. “I do know what I want. I do. I want... I want...” He can’t say it, because it’s 
not possible. “But I don’t know how — Pepper I don’t know how to make it work. I have to go 
back to California at some point, I have no choice. I have a company to run, people depend on me, 
my father... This is what I was born to do, it’s the only reason why he could stand having a child, 
to protect and strengthen the Stark legacy.” He feels sick, reciting his father’s old lines. Was it like 
this, with his mother? Did Howard Stark make the same excuses for his absence in his family’s 
life, returning only to instill terror in Tony with his words, and when words didn’t work... 


“Morning, Mommy,” Peter’s head pops up above the guardrail of his bed, his hair sticking up in 
wild clumps. It had started to grow back thicker as the weeks had gone by, forming the gentle curls 
Tony attempts to tame in his own hair with gel and frequent haircuts. “Morning, Mr. Tony.” 


“Morning, Peter,” Tony replies with a smile, thankful for the interruption. Pepper gives him one 
last searching look before rising to her feet, hugging Peter and wishing him good morning. While 
they are occupied, Tony pulls a pair of jeans and band shirt from his suitcase and walks to the 
bathroom. Once the door shuts, he leans back against it, glaring at himself in the mirror. 


“What the fuck are you doing?” He hisses at his reflection, hating everything that he sees. “You 
knew this from the start,” he strides forward, until the sink is pressing hard against his hips, his lips 
curled into a snarl. And then, he hears Peter laugh, and he wants to scream. It isn’t fair. 


He gets dressed, his movements robotic, and brushes his teeth so hard that the foam trickling from 
his mouth is tinged with blood. He runs his hand hard over his jaw, his stubble burning against his 
palm, his hand pressing harder against his mouth until his teeth start to cut into the inside of his 
lips. 


“T can’t leave them,” he says, his voice steady. It’s impossible for him to stay with them, but he has 
no other choice. He cannot return to California and forget about them. He would give up Stark 
Industries to stay with them. He feels calm at the realization. Rhodey is not here, but he had come 
up with his own simple solution to his problem. He wipes his mouth with a washcloth that smells 
of Pepper’s perfume and is slightly stained with her makeup, hanging it up neatly on the rack 
before facing the door. Peter is being discharged today and they are all going to go home, together. 


“T’m going to go get some coffee,” Tony says to Pepper as he reenters the room. “Do you want a 
chocolate croissant, Peter?” 


“Yeah,” Peter grins. “But we’re still gonna have waffles when we get home, right?” 


“Right,” Pepper kisses the top of his head. She had already started to pack up Peter’s belongings, 
anxious to leave the room that has been his home for over a month. The blanket Happy had knitted 
for him is folded neatly across his lap, most of his LEGOs had been returned to the apartment over 
the past week, except for the castle. Tony had planned on taking it home this morning while Peter 
was still asleep, so that he could pour water into the moat and ensure that the plumbing system 
worked before Peter returned home. There he will find his turtle swimming around the 


circumference of the castle, which will be on display in the living room alongside almost a hundred 
balloons, streamers strung up along the walls. Happy had been very enthusiastic in his decorating 
efforts. But Tony had lost the morning to Pepper, to her lips, to the heat of her body against his, the 
maddening knowledge that the only thing that separated them was a few layers of fabric. “Coffee 
sounds great, Tony.” 


“T’ll be right back,” he nods, stepping out into the hallway just as May approaches Peter’s room. 
“Big day, Mr. Tony,” she smiles at him, hefting a thick stack of paperwork in her hands. 


“His discharge papers?” Tony grins, hitching his thumb over his shoulder to Peter’s room. “Pepper 
loves paperwork.” 


“T’m sure I’ll see you soon,” May tells him, “Pepper and I are planning a girl’s night out in the next 
couple of weeks. We’ll need a babysitter.” 


“Sure,” Tony says easily. “See you around, May.” 


He’s humming to himself as he strides down the hall, his hands loose in his pockets, feeling 
completely at peace. He is going to stay in Pepper and Peter's lives. Anything that gets in the way 
of that is irrelevant. 


Chapter End Notes 


i feel as though something may get in the way.... 


Chapter 10 


“The usual, Mr. Stark?” 


Tony has become well-known in the cafeteria. His order of two coffees and a bag of chocolate 
croissants is prepared for him in a matter of moments. As he reaches into his pocket for his wallet 
at the register, a large hand rests heavily over his shoulder. The scent of stale cigar smoke washes 
over him. Tony grits his teeth as Obadiah Stane’s thick fingers dig painfully into his shoulder 
before the other man releases him. 


“T’ve got this,” Obadiah’s deep voice sounds, a crisp fifty dollar bill handed to the cashier. “Keep 
the change,” he says indulgently, his hand now pressing against Tony’s back, nudging him forward 
on numb legs. 


“TI — Obie, I have to get back upstairs. I don’t have time —” 


“You have time for this, m'boy, believe me.” Obadiah steers him towards one of the tables, 
gesturing for him to set down his coffees and bag of pastries. “Congratulations are in order, after 
all.” He reaches into the inner pocket of his grey suit jacket, withdrawing a slim box of cigars. “A 
man doesn’t become a father every day.” 


“T don’t want to smoke,” Tony says half-heartedly. “We can’t, anyways, it’s a hospital.” 


Obadiah laughs, the sound echoing through the empty cafeteria, attracting a few glances from the 
workers. The sound used to comfort Tony, it held the promise of a fun day away from Stark 
Manor, but now it has a menacing quality. It is like Obadiah is laughing to keep himself from 
grabbing Tony by the shoulders and beating him bloody. 


“We'll go outside. You need some fresh air, anyways, you’re looking pale.” Obadiah grasps his 
shoulder again, the force of his grip is bruising. Tony clenches his jaw so hard that he hears 
something crack and allows Obadiah to march him to the entrance of the hospital, wishing he had 
thought to grab his cellphone from the charger so that he could at least let Pepper know about the 
delay. 


“What the fuck were you thinking?” All pretense of Uncle Obie falls away once they step outside. 
Obadiah’s smile turns into a snarl, Tony wrenches himself free of the other man’s grip and 
stumbles away from him. 


“How did you find me?” He fires back, his hands fisting at his sides, recalling all the times he had 
faced off against Happy Hogan in the boxing ring. Tony rarely lands a punch during these sparring 
matches, and Obadiah has at least twenty pounds and four inches on Happy, but Tony is angry 
enough that he is certain that he could knock Obadiah out cold. 


“T found you weeks ago,” Obadiah says dismissively, his anger cooling into a chilling fury. He 
holds one of the cigars between his teeth, pulling a lighter from his pocket. “Dot was willing to tell 
me everything once I presented her with a less-than-generous severance package.” 


“You fired her?” Tony is aghast. “Obie, she’s in her seventies!” 


“T threatened her,” Obadiah corrects him, sparks flickering at the end of his cigar, dark smoke 
streaming above his head. “But even after she told me the truth, in the end, I had to let her go. 
That’s not the type of secret you keep from the COO of the company that signs your paychecks, no 
matter how loyal you are to your boss. I’ve had eyes on you since you first checked yourself into 


this hospital, Tony. You know that you can’t run from your responsibilities, or from me.” 

“You had no right,” Tony says, his voice shaking with anger. “She was — she —” 

“She'll forgive me,” Obadiah shrugs, “I’m sure you'll hire her back once you get home, anyways.” 
“T’m not going home,” Tony mutters, turning away from him. 


Obadiah laughs again, the sound humorless. “You’re a fool, Tony. You have no choice. You’re 
coming home tonight.” 


“T don’t give a damn about the company!” Tony shouts. 


Obadiah seems unphased, puffing on his cigar, though his blue eyes briefly dart down to Tony’s 
fists, balled at his sides. 


“You honestly think this woman cares about you?” Obadiah asks him softly, tapping the end of his 
cigar, thick clots of ash falling to the sidewalk. “What, you think that she’s fallen in love with you? 
Just because you’ ve fallen in love with her? Christ, Tony, this is Fujikawa all over again.” 


“Don’t,” Tony snaps. “Don’t act like you give a shit about me.” 


“Of course I give a shit about you,” Obadiah croons, reaching out to press his hand against Tony’s 
shoulder. “Tony, look at me.” 


Tony slowly faces the man he used to dream was his father. Obadiah’s expression has softened, his 
smile is tender as he gently cups Tony’s cheek in his hand, patting it in a brief expression of 
fatherly affection. 


“T’m telling you this because I give a shit about you.” His large hand drops to Tony’s shoulder, 
which aches from the bruises that have started to form from Obadiah’s earlier manhandling of him. 
“You’re a father, and that’s wonderful. I know you’re his father. I had them run a paternity test 
when they were doing your initial bloodwork before the donation.” 


Tony’s eyes widen, a vein bulging across his forehead as his face turns an alarming shade of red. 
He can hear Obadiah’s nose splintering, can feel the sink of flesh against his knuckles, and lifts his 
arm to make those sensation a reality. Obadiah senses disaster, his arm loops around Tony’s 
shoulders, pinning his arms to his sides as he walks them further down the sidewalk. 


“Tony, Tony,” he murmurs soothingly. “I had to check, don’t you understand? To protect you. 
What if this woman was tricking you? You’ve never had a paternity suit thrown at you, I had to be 
sure. Though, I’ve gotta say it, Tony. Donating sperm was the worst fucking idea you’ ve ever had. 
Don’t worry, I’ve already had the remainder destroyed. Can’t have something like this happening 
again, can we?” 


“Were there...” Tony’s voice is quiet, he feels like he’s five years old again, running to Uncle Obie 
for protection. "Were there others?" 


"Just the one," Obadiah gives his shoulder a comforting squeeze. “See? I’m not all bad news, am I? 
It’s all going to work out. You’re going to come home tonight. We’Il make sure that Peter is well 
looked after, won’t we? We wouldn’t let your kid starve, just like we wouldn’t let him be sick if 
you could help him. But it’s time to face the music, Tony.” Obadiah’s arm pulls from Tony’s 
shoulders, his callused fingers slip under Tony’s chin, nudging his face up until he’s looking into 
Obadiah’s eyes. “I’ve let you play pretend for over a month, Tony. And it was nice, I’m sure. But 
it’s not your life, you and I both know that. You just weren’t meant to have this. Were you?” 


Tony nods silently — Uncle Obie is rarely wrong. He inhales sharply, horrified when he feels tears 
sting in his eyes. Obadiah tsks, knuckling away a tear from Tony’s cheek where it had fallen. 


“It’s alright, ’ve got everything handled. Let me take care of this.” 


“T’ll come home,” Tony says, clearing his throat and wiping roughly at his eyes. “But 
— tomorrow. Not tonight. I promise, I'll come home tomorrow. And I can’t just leave them 
forever. I want to be able — whenever I want — I want to be able to see them.” 


Obadiah’s expression hardens briefly, his blue eyes icy, his smile is strained. 


“I’m sure we can work something out, Tony. Come on, have your cigar. Like I said, it’s not every 
day a man becomes a father.” 


Tony smokes because Obadiah tells him to, though the smoke fills his throat, ash burning on his 
tongue — he’s smoking a cigar worth thousands of dollars, and he can’t wait for it to be over. As 
they stand and smoke together, Tony thinks back on all the times he had done something because 
Obadiah had told him to. Instead of using Howard Stark’s strategy of raised voices and stinging 
slaps, Obadiah had adopted a softer, more sinister approach to get Tony to bend to his will. Tony, 
desperate for any sort of fatherly affection, is like putty in Obadiah’s hands. A cold sweat starts to 
bead on his forehead, his stomach twists, and he stamps his cigar out on the sidewalk as he 
swallows against the gorge rising in his throat. 


“T have to go back inside,” he says, brushing aside Obadiah’s hand before it can land on his 
shoulder again. “They’re waiting for me.” 


“Alright,” Obadiah says after a pause, looking down at Tony’s squashed cigar smeared into the 
sidewalk. “Call me tomorrow before noon, do you understand? If you don’t, I'll send someone to 
pick you up in Queens, and it won’t be Hogan.” 


“Fine,” Tony says resignedly, his head bowed. “Fine, I will.” 


“Congratulations again,” Obadiah calls after him, his voice brimming with false cheer, the venom 
he’s trying hard to mask dripping from each word. “A son. You should be proud.” 


“Tony!” Pepper gets to her feet when he jogs into Peter’s room, the bag of croissants and cups of 
coffee set haphazardly down on the nearest tray, coffee sloshing out across the floor. 


“Tony,” Pepper says again, knocking gently on the bathroom door. She closes her eyes, listening to 
him gag and retch, and gives him a few seconds before she opens the door. 


“Is Mr. Tony okay?” Peter asks Happy concernedly, not reassured by his mother’s brief smile at 
him as she steps into the bathroom and closes the door behind her. 


“He probably just ate something funny,” Happy ruffles Peter’s hair gently. “Mr. Tony likes to eat 
garbage like a racoon.” 


“You were gone forever,” Pepper says, kneeling beside Tony where he is hunched over the toilet. 
Her nose wrinkles, the scent of cigar smoke and vomit thick in the air. Still, she presses a hand 
against his back, his shirt clinging to him with sweat, murmuring his name when she feels how 
hard he is trembling. “What happened? Did you eat something funny?” 


“No,” Tony rasps. “Obadiah was in the cafeteria.” 


“He was?” Pepper’s eyebrows raise, rubbing small circles against Tony’s back. “How did he find 


out?” 


“He always knew,” Tony laughs despairingly and then gags, his body spasming as he dry heaves. 
“T have to go home, Pepper. I have to.” 


She runs her fingers through his hair, damp with sweat, and stands. 


Tony closes his eyes, waiting for the sound of the door closing. That will be it, Pepper will leave, 
and he will go home tonight — it seems like Obadiah will get his way, after all. 


“Drink this, sweetheart,” she murmurs quietly, a cold glass of water nudging against his arm. 
Tony lifts his head slowly, his face flushed, his cheeks tearstained. 


“Oh, Tony, look at you,” she murmurs, brushing her fingertip against a tear that clings to his 
eyelashes. “What did he say to you?” 


Tony shakes his head, raising the glass to his lips, finding himself incredibly thirsty. Without 
having to ask, Pepper takes the empty glass from his hand and refills it. She does this for him twice 
and then sets the glass aside. 


“Talk to me,” she implores, sitting on the bathroom floor beside him, her hand rucking up his shirt 
so that she can stroke her palm down the heated skin of his back. 


“He’s right,” Tony says raggedly. “I can’t just pretend like — like my life back home doesn’t exist. 
People depend on me. I’m the CEO of the company, for God’s sake, and I just... It was 
irresponsible and stupid, and I have to go back. I wish that I didn’t, Pepper, honestly.” He lowers 
his head against the toilet seat, his eyes closing, his sore abdomen aching with each shallow breath. 


“Okay, so you’ll go back to California,” Pepper says briskly. “Does that mean that this is 
goodbye?” 


“No.” 


“Okay,” her fingertips circle over the bumps of his spine. She sighs quietly when he slumps 
towards her, his head landing in her lap as he lies down on the floor. The hand that had crept under 
his shirt now rests against his chest, his heart beating rapidly against her palm. 


“T want you to tell Peter that I’m his father,” Tony says, looking up at her. “I’m going to take the 
castle back and get it set up before you guys get home. I want you to tell him on the drive there.” 


“You want me to tell him without you?” 
Tony nods. 


“Okay, I can do that.” Pepper’s eyebrows draw together, a brief expression of disappointment. “I'd 
prefer it if you were there, though.” 


“T don’t think I can be, Pepper,” Tony closes his eyes, not wanting to see her disappointment 
deepen. “What if he isn’t... Happy? What if he’s upset, or disappointed, or angry? I would be 
angry, if my dad had decided that he didn’t want me before I was even born.” 


“That’s not what happened,” Pepper says sharply. “Tony, what you did was selfless. It wasn’t a 
matter of wanting to be in your child’s life or not, you gave someone else the opportunity to have 
children when they otherwise might not have been able to. When I was twenty four, I was told by 


my OBGYN that I would likely never be able to have children.” Pepper swallows. “And when I 
was almost thirty, I tried anyways. I really tried. I miscarried three times that year, Tony. My 
relationship fell apart, I was alone, but I still wanted a baby. So I turned to IVF, I found your profile 
on a donor website, and I had Peter.” 


“Pepper, I did it on a dare.” 
“Did what on a dare?” 


“T donated sperm on a dare,” Tony says flatly. “It wasn’t some grand, selfless gesture. I wasn’t 
thinking about you — about people who were struggling to have children. I was thinking about 
how I would get Rhodey back for his stupid fucking dare, and I forgot about it after a few weeks.” 


Pepper is silent, her hand still pressed against his chest, Tony can feel her gaze as it settles on his 
face. He flinches slightly when she drags a fingertip down the bridge of his nose, exhaling shakily 
as she traces her way across his cheekbones, along the edge of his goatee, over his lips. 


“Huh,” she says thoughtfully. “You know, that makes a lot of sense.” 
Tony squints up at her. “It does?” 


“It does,” Pepper shakes her head with a quiet laugh. “I told you when I met you that you didn’t 
strike me as the kind of man to donate sperm. I meant that. You doing it because Rhodey dared 
you to makes a hell of a lot more sense.” 


“They were supposed to screen me out before I even got to the jerking off into a cup stage,” Tony 
tells her, grinning when she laughs again. “I mean it. And what the hell were you thinking, picking 
me? No one in their right mind was supposed to pick me.” 


“T told you before. ’m happy that it was you.” 


“You can’t mean that,” Tony shakes his head, his eyes drifting shut when she cards her fingers 
through his hair, her legs moving under his head as she repositions herself beneath him. “Look at 
me.” 

“Being entirely honest, I never pictured us doing this,” Pepper admits. “And I'd really like to get 
out of this bathroom, it smells. But [Il stay here as long as you need me to, Tony. I'd...” She 
breathes in deeply. “I’d hold you every time you were sick, you know?” 


I love you. His stomach twists again, but not with nausea. Oh my God, I have butterflies. Jesus. He 
starts to laugh, turning his head and muffling his frantic giggles against her thigh, the fluttering in 
his stomach continuing. 


“You’re insane,” Pepper says fondly, pulling her hand free from his hair. 


“T’m crazy, sure,” he starts to push himself up onto his knees, holding on to the toilet for support. 
“Crazy about you, Potts.” 


She rolls her eyes, but the blush spreading over her cheeks betrays her. She helps him to his feet 
and maneuvers him in front of the sink so that he can wash his face. With a faint noise of disgust, 
she flushes the toilet and closes the lid. 


“Is Mr. Tony okay?” Peter calls when she opens the door. 


“I’m fine,” Tony calls around his toothbrush, glancing over at Pepper where she stands by the door, 


her eyes traveling between him and Peter. “Just ate something funny.” 
“The croissants?” Peter asks worriedly. “But I had some...” 


“Not the croissants,” Pepper says quickly, leaving Tony in the bathroom so that she can eat a 
croissant as a demonstration. “These are good,” she says around a mouthful of pastry, Peter 
giggling softly when he is sprayed with crumbs. 


“Mommy, you need a plate!” 
Tony snorts into a washcloth, wiping his face dry. 


“Are you okay?” Peter asks him as he emerges from the bathroom. “I hate being sick. Do you want 
a popsicle? May’ll bring a popsicle for you.” 


Tony shakes his head. “No popsicles for me, I’m fine. Happy and I are gonna move the castle 
downstairs so that I can take it home. You’ll be out of here in a jiffy.” 


“You’re not coming with us?” Peter asks him unhappily, throwing his arms around Tony when he 
leans down to hug his son. 


“ll be waiting for you at home,” Tony promises, his lips brushing softly against Peter’s forehead. 
“Gotta set up the moat, don’t I?” 


“It’s gonna work?” Peter asks him excitedly, giving him one last squeeze before letting go of him. 


“Tt’s gonna work,” Tony nods, jogging over to Happy’s side, the other man attempting to single- 
handedly wheel all four carts containing the castle across Peter’s room. 


Grunting and groaning, the two men put on a show for Pepper and Peter, who cheer loudly when 
they successfully clear the doorway. 


“T’ll see you at home,” Tony says, his eyes finding Pepper’s. 
“Bye, Mr. Tony,” Peter waves at him, his other hand anxiously picking at his knit blanket. 


“Bye, Peter,” Tony says quietly. The next time he sees Peter, he will know the truth, and their 
relationship will have changed. Please don’t hate me. Anything but that. 


“T don’t think you’re gonna be able to carry this upstairs by yourself, boss,” Happy tells him, 
leaning against the elevator wall and staring at the castle as they descend. 


“T’ll be fine,” Tony says, “the Audi’s trunk is huge, it’Il make it there in one piece. I'll disassemble 
bits of it if I have to. If there’s a problem, I'll text you to drive slow to the apartment.” 


“Are we going home after this?” Happy asks him quietly. 


“Yeah, Hap.” Tony mutters, reaching up to rub at his sore shoulder, the scent of cigar smoke 
clinging to his skin. “This time tomorrow, we’ ll be headed home.” 


Chapter 11 


Tony has definitely pulled a muscle in his back. He hunches over the LEGO castle, grasping at one 
sturdy wall of gray brick with one hand, his other hand pressed at his mid-back. His fingers spread, 
probing the bunched muscle there, eliciting flashes of pain whenever he twists to the left. Groaning, 
he forces himself to stand up straight, raising the hem of his t-shirt so that he can wipe at his 

sweaty face. One day, he really will have to build the suit he and Peter had designed for 
J.A.R.V.I.S.— except Tony will be the one to wear it. The suit would have made carrying the 
castle up to Pepper’s apartment much easier, especially with the propulsion system. 


“You okay in there, Piggly Wiggly?” Tony glances down at the moat, water trickling quietly 
between the aquarium and the large canal circling the castle. Moving the aquarium from Peter’s 
bedroom to the living room had been the straw that broke his back, but he couldn’t put the turtle 
into a moat filled with water from the sink. J probably could have just filled a bucket with water 
from the tank, though. 


Tony grunts, lowering himself down onto the couch, flinching violently when a balloon pops under 
his ass. His full body spasm lights his back on fire. Tony slumps across the couch with a moan of 
pain, landing face first on yet another balloon. Happy had filled every inch of the apartment with 
balloons. Tony had cleared a path for his castle and aquarium haul, kicking the balloons in his way 
onto the couch. No matter how he arranges himself on the couch, a balloon squeaks and squashes 
underneath him — but mercifully, only the one pops. Stretching latex between his fingers, Tony 
pulls it taut, until the shiny blue material is almost transparent and he can see the ceiling light 
through it. Sighing, he releases the latex, letting it fall to the floor. 


Has she told him yet? Does he know? If Peter took the news badly, surely Pepper would text him 
to let him know that it would be best to make himself scarce. Unless Peter was inconsolable, then 
Pepper would have her hands full. But Happy would definitely give Tony a heads up, his eyes 
darting between the rearview mirror and the windshield as he drove Pepper and Peter to her 
apartment. 


The air conditioner blows above his head, chilled air wicking away his sweat, his heart rate 
slowing. As long as he doesn’t move, his back doesn’t hurt. He tenses when he hears the hinges of 
the front door squeak, his hand grasping at his back, digging his fingers into taut muscle. 


“Welcome home, Peter,” Pepper says from the doorway, Happy letting out a whoop from behind 
them. 


Tony pushes himself upright, looking over at where Peter stands in the doorway. Peter doesn’t 
seem to notice the balloons drifting across the apartment, his gaze slips over the castle and 
aquarium without much interest, and Tony feels fixed in place when Peter’s eyes finally find him. 
Peter’s lips curve into a soft frown, and it feels as though Tony had just failed a test he hadn’t 
known he was taking. 


“Hi, Peter,” he says softly, his jaw tightening as he heaves himself onto his feet. 


Pepper notices the way he’s holding his back as well as his lunging gait forward. She looks at him 
concernedly, sighing when Tony shakes his head quickly in response. 


“Happy and I are going to go downstairs and grab the last couple of bags,” she says to Peter. “Is 
that okay?” 


Peter nods, his eyes still locked on Tony. Pepper nudges him forward gently, readjusting his red 
knit cap (another Happy Hogan original) so that it doesn’t slip down over his eyes. Peter kicks a 
green balloon forward as he walks, and then a yellow balloon which floats into the air. Tony 
reaches out and catches it, thankful to have something to fiddle with. 


“Did you see the castle?” He asks Peter anxiously. “The moat’s working like a charm. No leaks. 
And Piggly Wiggly’s made himself right at home.” 


Peter nods again, sparing the castle a quick glance, but he’s preoccupied, biting at his bottom lip as 
his brown eyes find Tony again. 


“Mommy says that you’re my daddy,” Peter says simply. 
Tony swallows, his fingers flexing against the balloon, releasing it before it can pop. 


“But it doesn’t make sense,” Peter continues quietly. “’Cause other people have daddies, I know 
they do. But Mommy always said that I didn’t really have one. Is she lying, Mr. Tony?” Peter 
shakes his head, his knit cap slipping down his forehead. “But she wouldn’t lie. Lying’s bad.” He 
sounds so conflicted and frustrated, Tony’s hand settles on his shoulder unthinkingly, guiding the 
boy forward. 


“Come here,” Tony says softly, lowering himself back down onto the couch. “Come sit down, 
Peter, and I'll explain everything. Okay?” 


Peter looks up at him and allows himself to be drawn forward to the couch. He struggles to climb 
up onto it, his movements awkward, as though he’s in a stranger’s home. A balloon squeals under 
Peter’s back, Tony reaches forward with a clenched fist and pushes the balloon out from behind 
Peter. 


“Goddamn things,” Tony mutters, turning away so that he can sweep the seven remaining balloons 
off the couch. “Fuck,” he hisses, his hand pressing against his back, the cords of his neck straining. 


“Are you okay?” Peter’s hand taps against his tense forearm, leaning forward so that he can inspect 
Tony’s back underneath his splayed fingers. ““There’s no blood.” 


“No, there’s no blood,” Tony nods, swallowing a groan as he wrenches his body in the opposite 
direction, no longer twisted to the left. “It’s okay, just a pulled muscle. I'll be fine. See?” He gives 
Peter a smile, more of a rictus of pain, and Peter doesn’t seem convinced. 


“Okay,” Tony sighs, pulling his hand from his back and flattening his palms against his thighs. His 
fingers brush idly against the denim until his palms start to feel as though they’ re buzzing. “So, 
your mom didn’t lie. I am your dad.” 


“But...” Peter’s voice is small. “Where were you?” 


“T was — I — well, Peter, listen. When... Okay —” How the fuck am I going to explain this to a 
five year old? “A Mommy and a Daddy, right? They’ re usually a package deal. And when they 
decide that they want a baby, they have to...” Tony’s fingers curl against his thighs, he closes his 
eyes and inhales deeply. “To make a baby, you need two things. An egg and —” 


“And the sperms,” Peter interrupts him, frustrated. “I know about the sperms. Mommy told me she 
had to order them to have me.” 


Christ, Pepper should start her own sex ed course. Still, it makes Tony’s explanation a little easier, 
he can skip over fertilization and how that happens, a lecture his mother had almost self-combusted 


while giving in the 80s. 


“Right. The... sperms. So, sperm come from the dad. But the Mommy and the Daddy don’t have 
to be together to have a baby. Your mom wanted to have a baby, and the doctors helped her have 
you — the only thing she was missing was the sperm, which I gave her.” 


“But...” Peter’s voice is small. “Why didn’t you want me?” 


“Peter, I didn’t know you existed,” Tony says soothingly, his arm wrapping around Peter’s 
shoulders, thankful when the boy nestles into his side. “If I had known, I would’ve been there. And 
I’m so, so sorry that I haven’t been there. But I can be here now, if you want me to be. You don’t 
have to — I can still be Mr. Tony, you know? Nothing has to change, if you don’t want it to. But 
your mom and I wanted you to know, because you’re a smart kid, and it wasn’t fair to keep secrets 
from you.” 


Peter sniffles, pressing his face against Tony’s shirt. Tony can feel the heat of his tears as they soak 
into the fabric. 


“Tt’s okay, Peter,” he murmurs, gently pulling the hat from Peter’s head so that he can brush his 
hand comfortingly over his head. “Hey, honey, it’s okay. I’m here now, and I promise you that I’m 
not gonna go away forever. You’re gonna get sick of seeing me,” he laughs slightly. “Ask your 
mother, she’ll tell you how annoying I am.” 


“Mommy said you have to go home,” Peter’s voice is muffled. “You don’t wanna stay with us.” 


“T do want to stay with you,” Tony says fiercely. “I want to stay with you so badly that it hurts. But 
I do have to go back to California. That doesn’t mean that I’m not gonna come visit you and your 
mom. I'll be here all the time, I promise. And maybe you and Mommy could fly out to visit me 
sometime. We could go surfing.” 


“Really?” Peter pulls his face away from Tony’s shirt, his brown eyes bloodshot and glossy with 
tears, his cheeks flushed. 


“Really,” Tony murmurs, wiping his tears away. “Once you’re better, which will be soon, we can 
go anywhere you want.” 


“Okay,” Peter whispers, his eyes closing as Tony cups his face gently. 
“You’re not mad at me, are you?” Tony asks him quietly, fearful of Peter’s answer. 


“No,” Peter says, clambering onto Tony’s lap and wrapping his arms around him. Tony’s breath 
catches in his chest, his arms tentatively wrapping around his son, holding him close. “I’m just 
tired,” he whispers. 


“Okay,” Tony murmurs, brushing a kiss against Peter’s thin hair. “Let’s get you to bed. You can 
take a nap, and when you wake up, we’ll have those waffles. How does that sound?” 


Peter nods against him. Tony readjusts his arms so that he’s got a more secure hold, his back 
screaming as he stands with Peter in his arms. Somehow, he’s able to tuck that pain into the 
background of his mind, carefully navigating Pepper’s balloon-strewn apartment to Peter’s 
bedroom. He hears quiet footsteps behind him and knows that Pepper is following them, he had 
sensed her presence in the living room when Peter had hugged him. 


“Mommy,” Peter says sleepily, looking over at Pepper as Tony lowers him down onto his neatly 
made bed. 


“Hey, honey,” Pepper whispers, helping Tony move the covers back so that they can tuck Peter in. 
“Tt’s been a really busy day. Get some sleep, okay?” 


“Okay,” Peter nods, kicking his feet to help Tony pull his sneakers off. “Mr. Tony’s actually my 
daddy,” he tells Pepper, smiling when she kisses his forehead. 


“Yeah, he is,” Pepper murmurs against his skin. “Sweet dreams, Peter.” 


“Dream about those waffles,” Tony suggests, his fingers glancing against Peter’s cheek before 
pulling away. “They’re gonna be great.” 


Pepper’s hand rests against Tony’s back as they walk out of Peter’s room. He inhales sharply when 
her fingers lightly press against trembling muscle. 


“Let me get you my heating pad,” Pepper says as Tony pulls Peter’s door almost-closed, allowing a 
narrow band of light from the hallway to seep into Peter’s room. “That aquarium probably weighs 
200 pounds, Tony.” 


“He didn’t even look in the moat,” Tony leans against the hallway, desperately needing to sit 
down, his thighs are trembling and his back hurts. “Poor goddamn turtle is in there and he didn’t 
even look.” 


“Can you blame him?” Pepper asks, emerging with a large, navy blue heating pad held in her 
hands. “He was used to not having a father, once I told him about —” 


“The sperms?” Tony raises an eyebrow, straightening up, his hand pressing hard against the wall to 
keep himself upright. “I didn’t know about sperm until I was sixteen.” 


“Bullshit,” Pepper laughs, pointing to the couch with a brief, severe look aimed at him. “You’re 
supposedly a super-genius. Didn’t you have... advanced biology classes?” 


Tony obediently lowers himself down onto the couch, watching with vague amusement as Pepper 
battles with the balloons that cling to her with static electricity. Once she has the heating pad 
plugged in, she grabs him by his shoulder and pushes him face-down onto the couch. Tony melts 
against the cushions, shuddering when Pepper lays the heating pad over his back. It slowly starts to 
warm and the tightly wound barbed wire around his back starts to uncoil. 


“Sure, I had advanced biology classes. But it’s the truth. Don’t get me wrong.” Tony rests his chin 
on his crossed forearms and looks up at Pepper where she is sitting on the arm of the couch beside 
him. “I started jerking off when I was...” He hums, thinking it over. “I want to say ten. Does ten 
sound right?” Tony continues before Pepper can reply, though she doesn’t seem on the verge of 
interrupting anyways. “But I never gave a shit what it was, just that it happened. And believe me, 
the last thing I was interested about in my advanced biology classes was reproduction.” Here, Tony 
shudders for emphasis. 


“Funny how that worked out,” Pepper says dryly. 


“T know,” Tony sighs. “If only Mamma had sat me down earlier, before I was sixteen... But she 
did, and believe me, it was very birds and the bees. She didn’t even use the word sperm, I don’t 
think. But she sure gave me a lecture, and the rest is history.” 


“Did she give you this lecture right before you went to MIT?” 


“Uh huh,” Tony grins. “She didn’t want to become Nonna too early, you know? I always told her I 
would never have children, though.” Tony’s grin becomes fixed, slowly turning into a grimace. 


“Looking back, I think that broke her heart.” 

Pepper hums quietly, reaching out to stroke Tony’s hair. “Do you want some ibuprofen?” 
“No, the heat’s helping a lot. Where’d Happy go?” 

“In here, boss,” Happy calls from the kitchen. “Do you guys want coffee?” 

“Yes please, Happy,” Pepper says sweetly. 

“Completely oblivious,” Tony mutters to himself. 

“Don’t say that,” Pepper swats his head. “He wanted to give you some privacy with Peter.” 
“How'd he take it? When you told him in the car?” 


Pepper frowns thoughtfully, her fingers stroking his hair again. “He was quiet. It was a lot for him 
to absorb. He didn’t seem angry, mostly surprised. I think he’s happy, don’t you?” 


Tony shrugs, wincing as his back spasms again. 


“Idiot,” Pepper says fondly, patting his head. She stands, ignoring Tony’s grumbling. “I’m going to 
go help Happy in the kitchen. Don’t move.” 


“Don’t think I can,” Tony replies, his chin slipping from his forearms, his face pressing against the 
cushion. ““You’re stuck with me, Potts.” 


“Damn,” Pepper sighs, her fingers glancing against the nape of his neck. “I guess I am.” 


Even though Pepper has left him in the living room, her touch lingers. The hair at the nape of his 
neck prickles, the skin there heats up, and Tony muffles a groan by pressing his face harder into 
the cushion. Still, he can feel Pepper’s fingertips brushing over his neck, teasing strands of hair 
between her fingers, the edge of a fingernail catching against his skin. 


Pepper’s glancing touches continue throughout the day. Tony suspects that they have been 
happening for weeks, but now he’s hyperaware of them, resolutely memorizing the way each one 
feels so that he can consult his memory in the future when he’s alone on the other side of the 
country. For instance, Pepper’s fingers wrapping around his forearm, her touch slightly bruising, 
yanking his hand away from the hot stovetop where it had almost rested. The way her fingertips 
had run soothingly over his aching forearm, her expression apologetic, her hip bumping against his 
to get him out of the way so that she could fry up some eggs. When Peter wakes, Pepper’s hand 
glances against the small of Tony’s back, reminding him not to bend down and pick the boy up out 
of instinct. When they eat their breakfast for dinner, Pepper looks over at him and tsks, and before 
Tony knows it, her left hand frames his face while her right hand clutches a napkin soaked with 
condensation from her glass of orange juice. Her thumb strokes along his cheekbone, the napkin 
swipes over beads of maple syrup glistening in his goatee, and for good measure she scrubs at his 
chin until she’s certain that the darkness there truly is facial hair and not a splotch of chocolate 
from his waffles. 


Peter sits at the dinner table with his parents and Happy, shooting the occasional furtive glance at 
Tony. Beneath the table, Tony grasps tightly at his thigh, his grip tightening whenever he notices 
Peter looking at him. Pepper’s hand snakes over to his thigh, her nimble fingers unfurling his 
curled fingers from his thigh, squeezing his hand in hers momentarily before releasing him. A 
battle of wills ensues when Happy insists on clearing the table and doing the dishes, but once 
Pepper realizes that resistance is futile, she heaves a resigned sigh and leans back in her chair. 


Under the table, her hand tentatively reaches out. Tony stills when her fingertips drag along his 
thigh. Her hand comes to a stop against his thigh, Tony’s hand hovers over the back of hers for a 
moment before pressing down. They sit like that until Happy declares that the dishes are done, both 
of them listening patiently as Peter tells them about his dream involving bluebirds that had feathers 
made out of bubblegum. 


Peter yawns, reaching up belatedly to cover his sticky mouth with his hand. 


“Time for bed,” Pepper decides, holding up a hand before Peter can protest. “I know, I know, you 
just slept and you aren’t tired,” she frames the word in quotation marks using her fingers. “But it’s 
been a long day for you, honey, and there’s nothing wrong with going to bed. Is there, Tony?” 


“Absolutely not,” Tony says seriously. “I, for one, can’t wait to go to bed tonight.” 


Pepper looks at him out of the corner of her eye, her lips twitching against a smile, her fingers 
curling against his thigh warningly. 


“Tell you what,” Tony starts to stand from the table. “How about I read to you before you go to 
sleep? In fact, Pll keep reading to you until you fall asleep. If you never fall asleep, I'll just keep 
reading. At least you’ ll be entertained.” 


“Okay, but we’ve gotta read more of Narnia,” Peter says, hopping down from his seat at the table, 
eager to get to bed now that he knows that Tony will stay with him until he falls asleep. 


“Oh, are you guys reading The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe? That one is fun. Spare ‘Oom,” 
Tony says knowingly, grinning when Pepper snorts. 


“We’ve got several books in rotation,” she says as she stands. “Haven’t touched that one since — 
well,” she grimaces, “since his admission.” 


“Sounds like we can get back into it,” Tony says to Peter, waving him out of the room. “Go on, 
I’m sure Mom’s gonna make sure you get a bath before you get into bed. You’re covered in 


syrup.” 
“Fine,” Peter sighs, stomping all the way to the bathroom. 


“You and Happy take care of Piggly Wiggly,” Pepper’s hand brushes against his back as she 
moves past him. “Don’t try to lift it on your own again, or you’ll break in two.” 


“T won’t,” Tony grumbles, catching himself before he stomps to the kitchen. Walking very lightly, 
he gives Happy a playful punch on the bicep, the other man hardly moving from where he had 
been resting against the refrigerator frowning down at his phone. “Is that thing giving you trouble 
again, Hap?” 


“No,” Happy shakes his head, tucking his flip phone into his pocket. Though it had broken Tony’s 
heart, he had purchased Happy the basest model of a cell phone several years ago. His bodyguard 
was not the best with technology, an irony Tony rarely pointed out, and Happy would likely rather 
die than get a new phone despite being due for an upgrade. It takes Happy about an hour to tap out 
a one sentence text message, the message is usually incoherent anyways. “Missed a call from Mr. 
Stane.” 


The hot coffee Tony had drunk several cups of freezes into a large block of ice in his stomach. 


“Oh.” Goddamn it. 


“He really wants you home,” Happy says softly, looking down at his large hands where he fists 
them in front of his abdomen idly. “I don’t know if you’ ve been keeping up with the news, boss...’ 


’ 


“Bits of it,” Tony says gruffly. “It’s fine, the stories will stop once I make a public appearance. It’s 
on my to-do list for when we go home.” 


“T was thinking...” Happy brushes a hand over his mouth, muffling his voice, his eyes remaining 
fixed on the floor. “Look, it’s not my place, I get that. But... Have you thought about what you’re 
going to do about Pepper and the kid?” 


“What I’m going to do?” Tony leans back against the counter opposite Happy, crossing his arms 
over his chest. “What do you mean, Hap? I’m not just going to — I can’t just go back to living life 
like before, knowing that they exist. Peter’s my son. And Pepper, she’s... Well.” 


“No, not like that,” Happy says quickly. “That’s really none of my business. I mean to protect 
them. Now that Mr. Stane knows...” Happy’s expression turns stony, a muscle working in his jaw. 


“Do you think Obadiah would leak this to the press?” Tony wants to laugh, the subtle accusation is 
ridiculous. Obadiah may not be happy about the situation his godson has found himself in, but he 
would never do anything to hurt Tony, and he would certainly never do anything to hurt Tony’s 
family. “Believe me, the last thing Obie wants is for this to get out. The press would have a 
fucking field day, women would be lining up down the block with brown-haired, brown-eyed 
kids.” 


“T don’t know,” Happy mumbles, scuffing one large shoe against the floor. “I just think you should 
consider a security detail, that’s all.” 


“Ts that your professional opinion?” Tony raises an eyebrow, shaking his head when Happy’s face 
flushes pink. “I’m not being sarcastic, Hap, I’m asking you honestly. If you think that there’s a 
legitimate threat, or the possibility of one, then I'll have a security detail drawn up.” 


“T do.” Happy says simply. 


“Alright,” Tony nods, pushing off from the counter. “I’ll make sure that they’re safe. Let’s deal 
with this fucking turtle.” 


Chapter 12 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Dealing with the turtle results in Tony angering his inflamed back to the point that he’s gritting his 
teeth as he slowly lowers himself down onto the edge of Peter’s bed. Piggly Wiggly stares at them 
from where he had been safely returned to his aquarium, water trickles through the plumbing 
system still connected to the castle that had also been moved to Peter’s bedroom. Tony wipes at his 
sweaty face with the hem of his t-shirt, his back throbbing, and stares down at the book splayed 
across his lap. Once the words finally come into focus, he clears his throat, and starts the book 
from the beginning. 


Peter’s eyes start to drift closed a few pages in, his blinks become exaggerated as he fights against 
sleep. Tony’s voice is a low, comforting rumble, occasionally slipping into different pitches and a 
truly abominable English accent as he assigns a voice to each character. Peter’s giggles are sleepy 
and delayed, coming a few seconds after each voice change, until the only sound he makes is a 
soft, almost inaudible exhalation. Tony closes the book quietly and leans down over his son, 
pressing his lips softly against the boy’s forehead. 


“Good night, Peter,” he murmurs. “Sweet dreams.” 


Tony makes sure that Peter is tucked into his bed and that Rufus is within arm’s reach before 
turning off the light. Returning to the living room, he finds Happy and Pepper sat on the couch 
together, sitting at tea and discussing knitting patterns. 


“Hey, boss,” Happy gives him a small wave, a frown forming when he notices the way Tony is 
hobbling into the room. “Back’s giving you hell, huh? I told you that I could move the tank on my 
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Own. 


“T know, I know,” Tony mutters, carefully lowering himself down into the recliner by the couch, 
his breath hissing between his gritted teeth. “Didn’t want you to pull a muscle, Hap.” 


Happy grunts, taking a large sip of tea. “So... Are you coming back to the hotel tonight?” 


“T was thinking you could stay here tonight,” Pepper says quickly, looking over at Tony. “For old 
time’s sake. If you think that’s okay, of course,” she adds, her gaze sweeping over to Happy. 


“Sure, sure,” Happy sets his empty cup down on a coaster. “I kind of figured.” 


A charged silence hangs in the air. Tony shifts on the recliner, avoiding eye contact with Happy, 
knowing that the man will give him a knowing smirk the minute their eyes meet. 


“Well,” Happy stands, his hands clapping together. “Guess I’d better head out, I’m beat. Thanks 
for dinner, Pep.” 


“Oh, don’t worry about it,’ Pepper waves her hand. “It was nothing. You’d better come back in 
time tomorrow for breakfast, Harold.” 


“Again?” Happy groans, holding his stomach in his hands. “I can’t do waffles back to back.” 


“T’ll make you dinner instead,” Pepper says sweetly, her hand wrapping around Happy’s and 
holding it gently. “You can’t go home without saying goodbye to Peter.” 


“T’ll be here by 8,” Happy replies, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. “Don’t worry about seeing me 
out, I know the way.” He looks over at Tony as he heads for the door. “Call me if you can’t move 
in the morning. I could call your doc at SI, get a prescription for muscle relaxers called in...” 


“No, I’m fine, Hap,” Tony gives him a convincing smile. “It’s your last night, go rack up our room 
service bill. Have an orgy in the jacuzzi tub.” 


Happy blushes, quickly darting out the front door, his parting glance to his employer and best 
friend bordering on deadly as Tony starts to giggle. 


“Happy’s such a prude,” Tony laughs. “God, Happy at an orgy. He’d be worried too much to enjoy 
himself.” 


“You tease him too much,” Pepper says sternly. “Harold’s lovely.” 


“Yes, lovely,” Tony nods earnestly, brown eyes wide as he looks over at her. “Whatever you say, 
Pep, as long as it means you’ll help me get up from this recliner. I don’t think I'll be able to on my 
own.” 

“Are you doing this for sympathy?” Pepper sighs as she gets up, shuffling over to him and 
extending both hands towards him. 


Tony wraps his hands around hers, groaning for effect when Pepper tugs him up onto his feet, her 
arms straining with his weight. 


“God, you’re like a sack of bricks,” she grunts, pulling one of his arms across her shoulders to 
support his weight. Tony decides not to tell her that he can stagger his way to her bedroom on his 
own, enjoying the feeling of her body pressed against his, the curve of her breast against his chest, 
her fingers splaying against his side as they shuffle to the hallway. 


“T swear, I made it worse when Happy and I moved everything to Peter’s room.” 


“Alright,” Pepper sighs, pushing the door of her bedroom open with her foot. “Lucky for you, I 
have some cream.” 


“You and your creams,” Tony says fondly. “I’m beginning to think that you just use them as a way 
to feel me up.” 


Pepper snorts derisively, but her cheeks are flushed, and her touch against his side a little more 
deliberate, her fingertips brushing over his pectoral muscle through the fabric of his shirt. 


“T have to find it,” she says as she pulls his arm from her shoulder. “Sit down.” 


“T can stand,” Tony smiles sweetly. “I didn’t really need help, anyways, I just used it as a way to 
feel you all over me.” 


“Ugh,” Pepper rolls her eyes, hiding a smile by passing a hand over her flushed face. “Fine, do 
whatever you want. I'll be in the bathroom if you collapse. A man your age should probably be 
wearing a Life Alert button.” 


“T’m thirty five,” Tony says indignantly, stumbling after her to the bathroom, his pace much slower 
than Pepper’s graceful stride (damn her long legs), his outraged expression remaining after Pepper 
shuts the bathroom door in his face. ““We’re the same age.” 


“Yes,” Pepper’s voice drifts into the room. “But I don’t throw my back out carrying an aquarium 


across the apartment.” 


“The moat had to have water,” Tony says stubbornly, turning away from the door, his heart 
beginning to race as he realizes that he is standing in Pepper’s bedroom. 


He’s been in here before, of course — every night and every morning when he had been spending 
the night in the living room, only allowing himself to dash into the bathroom while Pepper was still 
present. Tony is no stranger to want. He has wanted Pepper for weeks. He is wary of longing, 
especially when it isn’t connected to sex. Allowing himself to peruse Pepper’s neatly decorated 
bedroom would open his heart wide open for longing. But he wants her — and he longs for her, he 
longs to wake up beside her, he longs to open up the top drawer of her dresser and see his socks 
tucked in beside hers. Arranged by color, of course, he’s certain Pepper arranges her wardrobe by 
color. 


Sighing quietly, Tony unfurls his fingers from his palms, which sting from the pressure of his 
fingernails. The brief flash of pain had been enough to distract him from these thoughts of Pepper’s 
wardrobe, but it hadn’t been enough to wake him were he sleeping, so this must be reality. He is 
standing Pepper Potts’ bedroom. 


He’s not sure where to look first — he’s curious to know what books had made it to the prime real 
estate of Pepper’s nightstand, but he also wants to inspect the picture frames on Pepper’s dresser. 
While he’s there, he might open the top drawer and confirm his suspicions about Pepper’s 
organization strategies. There’s also her closet to explore, he’s sure that most of the space will be 
devoted to her high heels, a little indulgence he finds charming as well as arousing. 


The photographs on the dresser wins out. Tony’s operating on limited time, Pepper will be out of 
the bathroom any minute with a tube of cream in hand, and looking at the photographs is innocent 
compared to him pawing through her color-coordinated panties. 


He picks up the closest frame, his thumb glancing against the fine twists of silver that are twined 
together around the glass. The frame is heavy, there’s a glint of tarnish at the top right corner, a 
small nick in the metal at the base, the velvet backing of the frame is worn. He is holding a Potts 
family antique, and staring down at a photograph of his son on the day he was born. Pepper holds 
Peter in her arms, the baby is a bundle of white blankets and the tip of a sky blue hat, one clenched 
fist is extended beyond the blanket — and his hand is so small. Pepper is smiling tiredly at the 
camera, her auburn hair frizzing around her face, strands of it are stuck to her flushed forehead. 
Looking at the picture, Tony does not detect any sense of absence. This is a family, just the two of 
them, they would have been perfectly fine without him. There’s a question that sits on the tip of his 
tongue, were he not terrified of Pepper’s answer, he would ask her as he waits for her to return to 
the room. Do you think you would be fine without me now? Now that I’ve been a part of your 
lives? Do you need me? Please, need me. 


Tony sets the frame down in its place, his palms slick with sweat, his heart so heavy that he feels as 
though its sunk through his diaphragm and into his abdomen. His pulse feels off, it is rapid for a 
few stuttering beats and then it slows and skips. Clearing his throat, he picks up the next frame — 
skinny and decorated with cartoon balloons. Pepper and Peter are sitting in a photobooth, Peter is a 
toddler, brown curls of hair fall across his forehead, his brown eyes squint into the camera, his 
chubby cheeks raised by his smile. Pepper seems to have her hands full, in the last photo, she is just 
a blur as she lunges out of the seat to catch Peter from where he had scrambled off her lap. Tony 
rests his forearms on the dresser, leaning in close to the remaining frames. There are five other 
photographs of Peter — his 3rd birthday with cake smeared into his face, his proud smile as he 
ascends one of the smaller boulders at Central Park, his brown eyes wide with surprise and delight 
as he cups a hamster in his hands, his skinny arms flailing as he throws himself down a Slip-in- 


Slide, his expression peaceful as he sleeps curled up into a ball on Pepper’s couch. In all of the 
photographs, Peter is healthy. 


Pepper exits the bathroom just as Tony inspects a photograph of her parents — the famous Bill and 
Elizabeth at their tenth anniversary party. Pepper a ball of anxiety behind them as she observes 
them approaching the cake she had baked for the occasion with a very sharp knife. 


“You seem to have healed yourself.” Pepper laughs when he jumps at the sound of her voice, the 
frames thudding and clattering against the dresser as he collides with it. 


“Ouch,” Tony mumbles, turning to face her with one hand pressing against his back. “That’s gonna 
add at least two days to my recovery.” Tony doesn’t know how he manages to finish his thought, 
he feels like his eyes have just exploded at the sight of Pepper. She had gotten into her pajamas in 
the bathroom. Well, classifying the sheer slip she’s wearing as pajamas is pushing it. Her nipples 
are hardening against the white fabric, he can see goosebumps forming on her arms from the cool 
air blowing out of the AC vent. He wants to pull her into his arms and warm her up the old- 
fashioned way, but that would require moving, and his neurons aren't firing just yet. Instead, his 
brain is fixated on the possibility that she might not be wearing any underwear, and there are 
freckles on her thighs, and her pale skin is turning pink at the intensity of his gaze. 


“Poor Tony,” Pepper says sympathetically, offering him one hand, her fingers trembling. “Come 
on, lie down. This’l] make it feel all better.” 


“T’d be healed if you were wearing a nurse’s uniform.” Tony takes her hand. They both glance 
down at their clasped hands, acknowledging the jolt of electricity that had occurred when their 
palms had pressed together. 


“You’re never going to let that go, huh?” Pepper gently presses her hand against his chest and 
pushes him down onto the edge of her bed. She sets a tube of Icy Hot down on the duvet, kneeling 
down in front of him, her fingers hooking into the hem of his t-shirt. 


“Probably not,” Tony admits, his fingers pressing under her chin to raise her face. Her eyes meet 
his, he feels the heat of her breath as her lips part against his, her fingers pushing up under the hem 
of his shirt. 


“Tony,” she murmurs, pulling back before he can deepen the kiss. 


“What?” His hand presses against her cheek, feeling the heat of her skin against his palm. “You’re 
on your knees in front of me, Pepper. Not kissing you would be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.” 


“And you’re not stupid, I know,” Pepper smiles slightly, nudging his shirt up over his abdomen. 
“But I want to at least look at your back.” 


“Look at it?” Tony helps her pull his shirt higher. “Sure, Pll let you look at it. I might even let you 
put Icy Hot on it, even though I hate the smell.” 


“Tt’s maximum strength, it has lidocaine.” Pepper tugs his shirt above his head, setting it down 
behind her. 


“The last thing I want to be tonight is numb,” Tony says quietly as Pepper’s gaze drops from his 
face to range over his chest, her hands settling over his thighs. 


“Like I said,” she says softly. “I just want to look at it.” 


Tony hums, reaching for the zipper of his jeans. Pepper raises one eyebrow, her hands straying 


back to safe territory just above his knees. 


“T’m not going to sleep in these,” he explains, tugging the zipper down. “I am sleeping in here, 
right? That was an assumption. I can take the couch.” 


“You’re not sleeping on the couch,” Pepper confirms, her eyes fixed on his, even as he starts to 
wriggle out of his jeans. She lifts her hands so that he can roll them down his knees, leaning back 
so that he can kick himself free of the fabric. 


Tony’s hands press against the mattress, his thighs spreading slightly, completely at ease in front of 
her in his briefs. This, at least, he has done thousands of times. This, he thinks, will be easy. Pepper, 
to her credit, doesn’t even glance down. 


“Get on your stomach,” she instructs him. 


Tony laughs and salutes her, crawling on his hands and knees across her bed before flopping down 
in the dead center. He splays his arms and legs, presses his face against one of her many pillows, 
and wriggles his body invitingly. 


“What are you doing?” Pepper asks him curiously, the mattress shifting underneath him as she 
moves over to where he is sprawled. Tony inhales sharply when her thighs straddle him, her weight 
resting against the back of his thighs — were he lying on his back, she would be pressed up against 
his erection, and he rocks his hips against the bed at the thought. 


“Seduction,” Tony’s voice is strangled. “I’m using all of my best moves. Is it working?” 


“You look like you have fleas,” Pepper replies, uncapping the Icy Hot, the sharp scent of mint 
filling the air. “You know,” Tony shivers as her thumb brushes over one of the tiny scars at the 
small of his back. “These have healed fantastically. I bet the next time you tan, they’ll be so faded 
that you won’t even notice them.” 


Tony nods against the pillow, waiting for the first pass of cold against his back, but it doesn’t 
come. Instead, there’s the tickling sensation of Pepper’s hair against his skin as she leans down 
over his back and presses her lips to the curve of his shoulder. His hands fist underneath the pillow, 
his heart stuttering and skipping again, his breathing turning shallow. He has had sex thousands of 
times, but this is new. Pepper kisses over his skin slowly, reverently, her teeth grazing against the 
sharp edge of his shoulder blade, her hands ranging over the length of his back. Her touch is gentle 
against the knot of muscle at his mid-back, her hum is sympathetic. 


“You really did hurt yourself.” 


“Of course I did,” Tony replies indignantly, but it comes out distracted, because Pepper is still 
kissing her way down his back, taking her time with him. People are pleased to have slept with 
Tony Stark, but he doesn’t think he’s ever been so thoroughly worshipped like this. She giggles 
quietly against his side when he squirms at the first kiss against his ribs. 


“You're ticklish?” 


“No — I’m just —,” a laugh bursts out of him as Pepper’s lips dot over his ribs. “Oh, God, Pepper, 
yes — fine, yes, I’m ticklish. Happy?” 


“Yes,” she says softly, her lips stilling. 


“You know,” Tony lifts his head from the pillow, looking back at her over his shoulder. “My back 
is feeling better.” 


“Ts it?” Pepper smiles. “Funny, I haven’t put anything on it.” 


“T’m thinking that if I rolled onto my back, and you stayed where you were...” He hums 
thoughtfully, his smirk suggestive. “I’d feel even better.” 


Pepper bites her bottom lip, considering his suggestion, glancing down at the tube of Icy Hot she 
had abandoned in favor of touching him. 


“Pepper,” Tony’s voice is low. “I want you.” 


Pepper exhales softly, her fingernails scraping against his skin, and then she is easing herself off 
him so that he can roll carefully onto his back. Tony groans, his head pressing back against the 
pillow as she straddles him again, his hands flying to her hips as she grinds tentatively against him. 


“Oh, God,” he murmurs, pushing the hem of her slip up over her hips — he had been right, she 
isn’t wearing any underwear, he can feel the heat of her through the fabric of his briefs. The thin 
white scrap of fabric that is her slip falls to the mattress. Pepper is naked before him. Tony’s voice 
is quiet, brimming with admiration. “Pepper.” 


“Tony,” she leans down over him, her hips rocking forward again, her lips capturing his. Tony 
closes his eyes as her hair falls around his face, his eyelids fluttering as he inhales deeply, his hands 
gripping her hips tightly. He hasn’t had a drink in weeks, but he’s drunk off the scent of her 
perfume, her shampoo, her skin, the taste of her mouth (mint, from her mouthwash and toothpaste), 
the feel of her hand as it presses into his briefs and wraps around him. 


“Pepper,” he moans into her mouth, thrusting shallowly into her hand, her slow strokes driving him 
insane. 


“This is how it started, isn’t it?” She whispers against his skin, kissing slowly over the arch of his 
cheekbone, her teeth teasing his ear. 


“Yes,” he says breathlessly. “Fuck, Pepper, I need you.” 


“You'll think of me, won’t you?” Pepper’s breath burns against his ear, her hand stroking faster. 
“When you touch yourself?” 


“Yes,” Tony’s jaw tightens. “Already do.” 


Pepper kisses his ear softly, her other hand easing his briefs down his thighs. Tony’s head presses 
back against the pillow as Pepper presses down against him, exposing his throat to her, veins 
bulging across his neck. 


“Condom?” He would laugh if he could. One of the main reasons he always wore a condom is 
sleeping in the bedroom beside this one. Pepper’s laughter is muffled against his neck as she grinds 
against him, her breaths coming in little pants. 


“Not unless you —” 


“No,” Tony says immediately. “No, Pepper. I need —” He swallows a moan, her tongue laving 
over a taut tendon down the side of his neck. 


“T need you,” Pepper echoes his thoughts, reaching between them to guide him inside of her. Her 
forehead presses hard against his, her hands grasp at his shoulders, their breath mingling. 


“Pepper,” Tony says dazedly, one hand lifting from her hip to press against her abdomen. He lifts 


his hips, sinking deeper into her, feeling her muscles flutter against his palm. 
“Tony,” she sighs, her eyes opening. 


“T need you,” he says, instead of saying J love you, but he thinks Pepper knows. Pepper knows 
because she smiles, her hand lifting to card her fingers through his hair as she kisses him, her body 
moving against his. 


Tony cups her breasts in his hands, feeling her heart race frantically, and wants to tell her 
everything — I have thought about this from the moment I met you. I have thought about kissing 
you every day, I have thought about how you would taste, I have thought about what noises you 
would make when you come. I want to make you come, Pepper. I want to kiss you until you’re 
breathless. I want you to be mine. I don’t want to go, don’t let me go, let me stay here with you. 
Please, let me stay here with you. 


“Tony,” she murmurs his name into his mouth, again and again, his name like a prayer, like a song 
— and Tony has never heard someone say his name like that. Like it’s something precious, 
something to be guarded, something to be cherished and admired instead of used and discarded. 


“Fuck, Pepper, you feel —” so good, you feel incredible, you make me feel incredible. I want you 
to be mine. She leans back, the angle changing, his strokes deepening, and her moan is ragged. 


“Tony,” her green eyes are blazing, Tony nearly comes as she looks into his eyes. “Take me.” 


Tony lunges forward, his arms wrapping around her waist, their movements erratic as he presses 
her down against the mattress. Pepper’s thighs press hard against his hips, her fingers bunching in 
his hair, gasping for air against his mouth as his body weight presses down against her. He will pay 
for this in the morning, but his back is the last thing on his mind, groaning with each thrust. Every 
inch of Pepper is pressed against him, the heels of her feet dig into the taut muscles of his ass, 
driving him forward with more force, his bottom lip has started to swell from the pressure of her 
teeth. 


Pepper’s moans are broken, her chest heaves against his, her fingernails scrape down the length of 
his spine. She arches beneath him, his name on her lips, and Tony’s hips piston faster — he takes 
her, his lips mark her skin with bruises, angry lines raising on his back in the wake of her nails. She 
cries out when she comes, her hand fisting between his shoulder blades, her body shuddering 
against his, and Tony tells her. 


“T want you to be mine,” his voice rumbles low in his chest. “I want you to be mine, Pepper.” His 
hands find her hips, raising them as his thrusts start to quicken, losing their steady pace in favor of 
a rhythm that’s animalistic and desperate. “Look at me, Pepper.” 


Her eyes blink open slowly, a thin ring of emerald around her pupils, her gaze slowly sharpening as 
she drinks in the sight of him above her. Her voice is little more than a dreamy whisper. 


“T’m yours, Tony,” her hand flattens against his back, stroking his skin soothingly. “All yours. 
Come, Tony,” her fingers sink into the hair at the nape of his neck, gently pressing him down so 
that she can kiss him. “I’m yours.” 


He shudders apart in her arms, his hips striking hers so hard that tears well in his eyes, his lungs 
straining with each desperate pull of air. Pepper’s fingers stroke through his hair, tightening around 
him with each wave of his orgasm, and she wraps her arms around him when he finally stills 
against her. 


“And you’re mine,” she says quietly, tracing the shell of his ear with her thumb, smiling slightly 
when he presses his face against her neck with a shuddering sigh. 


“Yes,” he mumbles into her neck. “God, Pepper, I’m yours.” 


The moment is on the verge of being ruined, and Tony is still inside of her, her heart slowing 
against his chest, matching the steady beat of his heart. All it would take would be Pepper asking 
him how it’s going to work — if he is hers and she is his, what will they do? 


But Pepper doesn’t ask him any questions. She touches him idly, curiously, her fingers dragging 
over his ribs, pulling away with a soft huff of amusement when he starts to squirm. Her feet rub up 
and down his calves, growing accustomed to the coarse, dark hair that rasps against the soft skin of 
her feet. He nuzzles against her neck, his goatee prickling against her skin, and he hums softly 
when she cradles the back of his head. 


Tony jerks against her, his back is freezing, and he suddenly smells mint. 


“T don’t want you to be hurting tomorrow,” Pepper says apologetically, continuing to rub Icy Hot 
into his skin, gasping softly when Tony inadvertently pulls out of her. 


“Fucking cold,” he grumbles, and then moans as heat spreads over his skin. 


“And now it’s hot,” Pepper grins, massaging one last glob of cream against his back. “Tony...” her 
fingertips dance over his shoulders. “Where did you get these bruises?” 


Tony’s lips press together, his muscles spasming under her hands, rigid with tension for a few 
seconds as he considers lying to her. 


“Obie,” he says simply. Obadiah had gripped him by the shoulders so hard that morning, Tony had 
known that he would bruise. There’s no point in lying to Pepper, she would see right through him. 


“Oh, Tony,” she whispers, her breath stirring the hair at the crown of his head. “I wish you could 
stay.” 


Tony slowly lifts himself off of her. Pepper reaches out for him, her fingers dragging against his 
hips, not wanting him to get out of bed. He has no intention of doing that. She sighs in relief as he 
spoons up behind her, his body slotting against hers as she twists in his grip so that she can rest her 
head against his chest. 


“Do you mean that?” He asks her tentatively, his large hands pressing against the small of her 
back. 


She nods against him, pressing a gentle kiss over his chest, smiling when he shivers at the faint 
brush of her lips against his nipple. 


“What if I could stay?” He sounds a little more confident, though his heart races against Pepper’s 
ear. “Not right now, of course — and it’s not... We can talk about it later?” 


“How would you be able to stay?” 


“Well, we’re working on a...” Tony grimaces, he’d rather not talk about weapons in bed, especially 
when he’s reveling in the afterglow. “It’s the crown jewel of Stark Industries. I — fucked off after 
submitting the specs on the final design, I’m sure we’re about to start mass production if we 
haven’t already. Obadiah’s sending me on a world tour with the things, last stop is Afghanistan in 
May. If I net us a government contract, I think that I could... Not retire, but I could convince Obie 


to open up an East Coast branch. SI used to be East Coast based, anyways, and...” Tony clears his 
throat, his voice gruff. “It’s stupid, isn’t it?” 


“Tt’s not stupid,” Pepper kisses his chest again, his heart slowing against her lips. “It’s not stupid, 
Tony. I would love for you to be here, Peter would love it. He loves you.” 


“TI...” Tony closes his eyes. “I love him too.” And you, I love you. Why can’t I just say it? I love 
you both so goddamn much, and it’s the scariest thing I’ve ever felt, and I wish I didn’t feel it at all 
— because I love you both and I can’t be with you. Not yet. 


“Afghanistan in May, hmm?” Pepper’s fingers tap gently against his sternum, the skin there 
turning cold and then hot. “Sounds dangerous.” 


“T’ll wear a vest, just for you.” 


Pepper’s green eyes are dark with concern, she looks up at him fleetingly, the depth of her concern 
has hope sparking to life in his chest. She loves me, I think she loves me. 


“We can talk about it in a couple of months. I mean, God, it’s not even Thanksgiving.” 
“You'll be here for Thanksgiving,” Pepper says briskly. 

“JT — J will be?” 

“Yes,” Pepper nods, craning her neck to kiss him. “You will be.” 

“Okay,” Tony smiles and then yawns, tipping his head back against the pillows. 


“You should sleep, Tony.” Pepper murmurs, moving with him as he rolls onto his back, her head 
tucked against his chest. 


Tony hums quietly, struggling to open his eyes. 

“Want to be with you,” he mumbles. 

“You are with me,” Pepper promises, kissing him gently. “I'll be here in the morning.” 

“T’ll go down on you,” Tony promises sleepily, grinning when Pepper laughs against his lips. 


“Good night, Tony.” She settles against him again, her fingers tracing patterns over his chest. She 
doesn’t speak until she’s convinced that he’s fallen asleep, listening to the sound of his steady 
heartbeat as it thuds slowly, his chest rising and falling evenly under her head with his deep 
breaths, his arms heavy where they are pressed against her back. 


“T love you,” she tells him, closing her eyes, her breath catching in her throat. “I don’t want you to 
go because I love you.” 


He doesn’t stir and Pepper is both relieved and disappointed. But he’ Il be here in the morning, and 
that is enough. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Chapter 13 


The lights of Tony’s Malibu mansion almost blind him. He steps deeper into the house, raising a 
hand to shield his watering eyes, his vision swimming from the forming tears and the fact that he is 
more drunk than he had realized. Obadiah had been heavy-handed with the whiskey from the 
moment the jet had touched the tarmac. As the drinks kept coming, Tony had forgiven him. Uncle 
Obie only had his best interests at heart, and could Tony really blame Obadiah for wanting to 
protect him? Yes, he had been underhanded, but perhaps he had wanted to avoid conflict. Tony 
would have lost his temper had Obadiah insisted on a paternity test to his face, and Obadiah had 
known it. Obadiah had done the right thing and had been rightfully upset by Tony’s dishonesty. 
Today, Tony had promised himself that he would not disappoint Obadiah again. 


“Welcome home, sir,” J.A.R.V.LS. says eagerly, and despite the discomfort from being nearly 
blinded, Tony feels guilty. During his time away, he had not once checked in with J.A.R.V.LS. 


“Thanks, J,” Tony turns to squint through the doorway, the headlights of the Rolls Royce flashing 
over the pavers of the driveway as Happy Hogan pulls away from the house. “Do you mind turning 
down the lights a little? It’s...” 


“10:30 P.M.,” J.A.R.V.LS. supplies, sounding somewhat chastised. “My apologies, sir. I suppose I 
was just...” 


“You were just?” Tony prompts, dragging his suitcase deeper into the house. He had not gone 
directly home as he had planned. Obadiah had kept him busy all day, with hours spent in the office 
catching up on the developments for the Jericho, followed by an evening’s test explosion two 
hours’ drive away. Tony doesn’t think he’s eaten since breakfast with Pepper and Peter. 


“Excited to see you,” J.A.R.V.LS. says softly. 


Tony nods, his grip tightening on the suitcase’s handle, his knuckles whitening. Perhaps he should 
be working to stamp out these expressions of humanity in J.A.R.V.LS., people are wary of artificial 
intelligence for this exact reason. But whenever J.A.R.V.LS. emotes, Tony feels nothing but pride 
— he had made J.A.R.V.LS., he had raised J.A.R.V.LS., and the AI had been excited to see him. 


“T’m sorry for not touching base more often, J.” 


“Do not apologize, sir, Mr. Stane was over quite often...” The lights dim as Tony progresses 
deeper into the house, tugging the suitcase half-heartedly behind him. “I also took the liberty of 
reviewing your medical records. St. Jude’s sent chart updates quite often.” 


“T’m sorry if I worried you, J.A.R.V.LS.,” Tony grunts, shoving his suitcase into the hallway, 
deciding to leave it for himself to deal with in the morning. He needs a drink, his mouth is dry, and 
God, it’s good to be drunk. He had forgotten how it feels, everything is fluid, time feels like he 
could reach out and wrest it into submission. If he closed his eyes, he could be in Pepper’s living 
room, curled up on her pull-out couch, feigning sleep as Peter’s small feet padded closer to the bed. 
If he stands perfectly still, he can feel Peter’s fingers press against his forehead, hear his hushed 
whisper asking him if he’s asleep. 


“Tt was for a good cause,” Tony continues, opening his eyes. His feet had carried him across the 
living room to his wet bar, his hands had moved on their own accord and pulled a bottle of 
Glenfiddich from the shelf. He pours himself a hearty slug of whiskey, dragging his fingertips 
along the chiseled crystal of the glass. 


“Of course, sir.” J.A.R.V.I.S. pauses. “I would like to ask you a question, if I may.” 


“Shoot, J,” Tony replies, the whiskey burning pleasantly at the back of his mouth, down the length 
of his throat, pooling in his empty stomach. If someone shook him by the shoulders, he imagines 
that there would be an audible sloshing noise, and resolves to eat something. 


“What is he like?” 


Tony is hunched over the fridge, holding his glass loosely in his hand, eyeing the empty shelves. 
Nudging aside a tub of butter, he sighs and decides against eating the blackened, melting banana 
that has adhered itself to the shelf. 


“Who?” Tony asks distractedly. 


“Peter, sir. | apologize for the state of the kitchen, I contacted Mrs. D’ Angelo yesterday and 
requested that she replenish your supplies, but I’m afraid she hasn’t been answering my calls.” 


“Did Obie not tell you?” Tony tips the glass against his mouth, his tongue darting out to catch any 
stray droplets of liquor. “He let Dot go. Remind me to go to her house tomorrow morning and 
rehire her.” 


“Of course, sir.” J.A.R.V.I.S. doesn’t restate his question, instead, he waits for Tony to answer. 
Tony knows that the AI is monitoring him — a health scan is currently underway. J.A.R.V.LS. has 
likely catalogued the bruises on his shoulders, the raised lines down the length of his back, the 
small scars from his procedure. The AC hums, there’s a quiet noise from the vent in the ceiling as 
the air is pulled upwards so that J.A-.R.V.I.S. can calculate an estimation of his blood-alcohol 
concentration from his exhaled air. 


“He’s the best thing I’ve ever done with my life,” Tony says, leaning against the counter and 
cradling the empty glass against his chest. “And I didn’t even mean to do it. He’s perfect, 
J.A.R.V.LS., and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I want to be there for him. I want to — to 
be his father.” Tony closes his eyes, willing away the self-loathing that kindles at his words. You 
want to be his father. You? “And I’ve told Pepper — that’s his... his mother — that I want to be 
his father. I want to be in their lives, and for some fucking insane reason, she wants me to be in 
their lives, too. But I don’t know what to do. My track record with decision-making 1s not great. 
When have I ever made the right choice?” 


“T suppose that deciding to donate sperm was the right choice, sir.” J.A.R.V.I.S. says softly, the 
AI’s voice lowering to a comforting octave, an almost fatherly tone. “If I may be so bold, I think 
you are a wonderful father.” 


“Where are you getting that analysis from?” Tony snorts. “Did you run a model of me as a father 
and compare it to all the statistics about shitty, alcoholic fathers published on the Internet? I can’t 
have stacked up that great, J.” 


“No, sir. 1am simply speaking from my experience as your creation.” 


Tony is silent. His hand raises to press against his throat, his Adam’s apple spasming against his 
fingers. He is choking, the muscles of his neck are swelling, hemorrhaging, he can’t breathe. He 
had blinked away the thin film of tears that had formed when he had stepped into the bright lights 
of the house, but now his eyes are filling again, and he might be sick. His hand clenches around his 
throat, applying pressure until he gasps quietly, his fingers fluttering against his skin, the choking 
sensation fading. He turns to face the sink, his hands grasping at the counter, his head bowed. 


“Did I say something wrong?” In the early days of the AI’s sentience, J.A.R.V.LS. would often 
consult Tony following an exchange, concerned that there had been a misstep, worried that he had 
said something insulting or bizarre when Tony would go silent. Tony would reassure the AI that he 
had done nothing wrong, unable to admit that whatever J.A.R.V.LS. had said had stunned him, 
either with its poignancy, its sincerity, or its humanity. 


“No, J,” Tony says hoarsely. “You didn’t say anything wrong. I’m just — drunk, and...” Lonely, 
I’m so fucking lonely. A tear drips from the tip of his nose and lands in the sink. “It was a nice 
thing for you to say.” 


“T meant for it to be reassuring. It was an honest assessment, as well.” 


Tony swallows, lifting his head to look up at the ceiling. J should make J.A.R.V.LS. a body, just so 
Ican give him the biggest goddamn hug... 


“Tt was reassuring,” Tony rubs at his eyes with the back of his hand. “I think I’m going to go to bed 
before I embarrass myself.” 


“You have embarrassed yourself dozens of times in my presence,” J.A.R.V.I.S. reminds him with a 
hint of snark. Like father like son. 


“Nice one, J, P’ll be thinking about it all — goddamn, motherfuck,” Tony hops down the hallway, 
his right big toe throbbing following a sharp connection with the edge of his suitcase, which is now 
lying diagonally between the walls of the hallway. “Don’t let me do that again in the morning.” 


“Of course, sir. Thus far tomorrow’s objectives include avoiding collision with your suitcase and 
visiting Dorothy D’ Angelo. Shall we review your messages? You have amassed several thousand 
during your time away.” 


“Are any a priority?” Tony wrestles his t-shirt over his head, sending his discarded clothes in all 
directions. His wallet slips out of the back pocket of his jeans, which go flying to the expansive 
windows of his bedroom, striking the glass with a quiet thump. Tony stumbles forward, gingerly 
placing weight on his injured toe, and scoops his wallet up. He goes to toss it on his nightstand and 
frowns, his hand hovering in front of him, his fingers probing the stiff edge of paper sticking out of 
the billfold. 


“The vast majority are irrelevant to your interests. There is a brief message from Lieutenant 
Colonel Rhodes informing you that he has scheduled leave during Thanksgiving. He has extended 
the standing invitation for Thanksgiving in Boston with Mrs. Rhodes. He also stated that he will 
call you tomorrow afternoon to, and I quote, give you time to ease out of the hangover.” 


“Thoughtful,” Tony mutters, sitting down on the edge of his bed, his Egyptian cotton sheets 
brushing against the backs of his thighs. He grips the edge of the paper between his thumb and 
forefinger, gently teasing it free of his wallet. “Anything else?” 


“That is everything of importance, sir.” 


Tony’s wallet slips from his hand and falls to the floor, his grip tightens on the photograph he has 
pulled from his wallet, wondering when Pepper had had the opportunity to slip it inside. While he 
was sleeping, perhaps. He had slept deeply in her bed, she could have easily untangled herself from 
him and found his wallet amidst his discarded clothing. He smiles softly, tipping the photograph 
towards the soft lighting emanating from his bedside lamp, his chest aching. 


He and Peter had done hundreds of laps of St. Jude’s. On his good days, Peter was a ball of energy, 


frustrated with staying put in his hospital room, eager to get out and explore. He was rarely allowed 
the opportunity to step outside, only with supervision from a nurse, but he and Tony had made a 
very strong case for unsupervised wanderings of the hospital. Of course, Tony promised that he 
would stay with the boy at all times, and nothing terrible had happened. Except for the one time 
Peter had conned him into stopping at the cafeteria, begged him to buy an exorbitant amount of 
chocolate pudding, and had gorged himself to the point of vomiting just as Pepper had walked into 
his room after a long day at work. Tony remembers the moment captured in this picture clearly. It 
had been early in the morning, even the hospital had seemed to be asleep. Pepper had left for work 
without waking Peter, she had brushed a kiss against Peter’s forehead and had dragged her fingers 
gently against Tony’s jaw, her perfume lingering in the air after she had left. 


Peter had woken up suddenly, practically crazed with energy, and had begged, pleaded, and 
whined until Tony had agreed to an early morning stroll through the hospital. Peter had bounded 
ahead of him, swaddled in various knitwear lovingly made by Happy Hogan that would protect him 
from the cold air pumped through the long hallways. He and Tony had ridden up and down the 
glass elevators several times, Peter pressing his face up against the glass, his breath leaving a 
fogged over impression of his face. Peter had even been kind enough to allow Tony a pit-stop in 
the cafeteria for coffee. As Tony had sipped his coffee, Peter’s attention had been captured by the 
vacant grand piano in the center of the lobby. 


“T can play,” Tony had said casually, rubbing at his eyes with his fingers, plucking away pieces of 
sleep crusted into his eyelashes. Peter hadn’t allowed him much more than fifteen seconds to 
empty his bladder before they had left his room — the coffee would at least mask his morning 
breath. 


“Can you?” Peter asked him, his eyes widening with awe. “You can — play music? Really?” 
“Sure,” Tony shrugged, offering Peter his hand. “Come on, I'll play until we get caught.” 


He arranged Peter on the piano bench, cracked his fingers theatrically, and collapsed on the bench 
beside Peter. His son had waited with bated breath, watching Tony’s fingers stroke over the keys 
lightly, and after a few moments, Tony had forgotten to be silly. He had closed his eyes, breathed 
in deeply, and had played. 


Somehow, Pepper had captured this moment. Perhaps she had been delayed in leaving and had 
heard the piano, turning to see who would be playing it so early, as the volunteer pianist usually 
didn’t arrive until close to 10 am. She had taken this picture of Tony with his eyes closed, looking 
peaceful, with his son resting against his side, a small smile on Peter’s face as he looked up at 
Tony. 


Tony had, of course, entertained Peter with a few silly songs — the theme song to Spongebob 
Squarepants had gotten him a few giggles, but in that moment, Tony had played for Peter, and for 
himself. 


Tony sets the photograph carefully against his bedside lamp, propping it so that he can see it when 
he lies down, and turns off the light. 


Settling back on the mattress, his pillows sinking beneath his head, the muffled sound of the ocean 
crashing against the cliffside filling the room, Tony stares at the outline of the photograph in the 
darkness. 


As he falls asleep, his fingers twitch against the duvet, recalling the feeling of Peter’s hands in his 
as he had guided his son’s fingers against the keys. 


The door to Pepper Potts’ apartment opens a few seconds after Tony raps his knuckles against it 
smartly, a bag from the LEGO Store dangling from his other hand. 


“Mr. Tony?” Peter looks up at him in disbelief, his eyes darting from Tony’s face to the bag at his 
side. 


“Hey, Pete,” Tony says casually, lifting the bag so that Peter can see that it is packed with several 
sets. “Good to see you, buddy.” 


“May!” Peter bellows, throwing himself at Tony, who laughs and staggers back as he scoops the 
boy up with one arm. “Mr. Tony’s here!” 


“You’re late,” May Parker comes into view, standing in the doorway as Peter clambers over Tony, 
hugging his father tightly. 


“Got held up at the LEGO Store,” Tony grunts, shifting Peter in his arm. “Had to really search my 
memory to make sure I didn’t buy Peter a repeat set.” 


“Those are for me?” Peter asks delightedly, wriggling his way across Tony’s chest, reaching out 
for the bag that is just out of reach. “Really?” 


“No,” Tony says, holding the bag out to May. “They’re for May, she loves LEGOs, and she has to 
be reimbursed for babysitting you somehow.” 


“T’m not a baby,” Peter grumbles, pouting. 


“No, sweetheart, you’re not a baby,” May says soothingly, nudging Tony’s hand away. “These are 
for you, your dad — Mr. Tony’s just being stupid.” 


“That’s not very nice,” Tony says, his expression wounded. 


“Come on, come in,” May sighs, stepping back. “Unless you were planning on whisking him away 
in his pajamas?” 


“Kinda late to be wearing pajamas, Peter,” Tony sets Peter down on the ground, slipping the bag 
into his hands. “Go on, take those to your room and get dressed. We’ ll play with them later.” He 
can’t help it, he cards his fingers through Peter’s hair, relieved to see that it has grown rapidly in 
the month since he had last seen the boy. “You and I are having a guy’s day.” 


“Where are we going?” Peter’s eyes shut briefly, seeming to enjoy the sensation of Tony’s fingers 
brushing through his hair. “Is Mommy coming?” 


“We’re going to the Museum of Natural History,” Tony shepherds Peter through the living room. 
“Just you and me, kiddo.” 


“T love the museum!” Peter grins, holding the bag of LEGOs against his chest, scampering down 
the hall to his bedroom. 


When planning today, Tony had known that the excursion would have to be extremely compelling 
to win out over new LEGO sets. He’s pleased to know that Peter loves a place that had been one of 
Tony’s childhood sanctuaries. He had frequented the museum several times with Maria Stark or 


Edwin Jarvis in tow, but never Howard. Tony thinks that Howard likely enjoyed the Museum of 
Natural History. When he was in one of his rare good moods, he was a fount of knowledge on any 
topic imaginable. 


Tony would like for Peter to think of him whenever he goes to the Museum of Natural History in 
the future. He would like Peter to smile and say “I used to go there with my dad when I was a kid 
all the time” whenever the museum is brought up in conversation. J have got to stop thinking like 
this. These thoughts of Peter as an adult are frequent. Tony envisions Peter mentioning his father in 
casual conversation, his smile sheepish and proud when people gush about him being Tony Stark’s 
kid. 


“He looks good,” Tony says to May, sensing her presence behind him. 


May nods, sitting down on the couch, a throw blanket pulled across her lap. She looks tired. Tony 
knows she has just come off a week of night shifts, he had nearly cancelled his visit when May told 
him her schedule, but she had insisted that he surprise Pepper and Peter since he was going to be in 
the city. She had told him that he would feel like an asshole if he came to Manhattan and left 
without seeing them, and she was right. Tony is at least taking Peter for the day so that May can 
get some rest. She’ Il have to stay at the apartment should Pepper return home early from Oscorp, 
following a whirlwind day catching up on tasks that could only be accomplished in the office. She 
made this visit to the office once a week, once she was certain that Peter had recovered enough 
from his most recent treatment that she felt comfortable leaving him under May Parker’s watchful 
eye for a couple of hours. 


“He’s doing really well,” May muffles a yawn with her hand, closing her eyes and resting her head 
against the couch cushion. “He’s only got two treatments left, you know. He should be done by 
Christmas, then they’ll take the port out, and that’1I be that.” 


“He’s grown,” Tony mutters, looking around the living room, which hasn’t changed since he was 
last here. “He’s not as pale, either, and I swear he was going to choke me out when he was 
climbing all over me.” 


“He misses you.” May keeps her eyes closed. She doesn’t see the way Tony’s face flushes, but he 
turns away from her all the same. “He’s always talking about Mr. Tony to anyone who will listen.” 


“T’m doing a shit job, I know,” Tony mutters. 
“T didn’t say that you’re doing a shit job.” 


Tony staggers forward as a throw cushion strikes him in the head, sending him careening into the 
wall, half a shelf of books falling from the nearest bookshelf. 


“Unnecessary,” Tony scowls at May, stooping down to gather the books, grinning when he realizes 
that Pepper appears to have a small library devoted to novels that have men and women tastefully 
entwined on the covers. The paperbacks are worn, the weathered pages are wrinkled with how 
many times Pepper has dogeared them. After a brief inspection, he replaces the books on the shelf. 
Tony finds the book with the most provocative cover, swearing that he can see a hit of a nipple — 
the woman’s bodice is being literally rippedopen by a muscular blonde gentleman half-clad in 
chainmail. Tony leans this book against the row, facing outwards, so that Pepper will notice it the 
next time she approaches the hallway on her way to her bedroom. 


“What’s unnecessary is you making stupid comments like that,” May’s eyes are still closed. If she 
had struck him in the head with the pillow without looking, Tony thinks he might call up a couple 
of his contacts with the MLB and get her on a team. “You don’t know what you’re doing, fine, say 


that. But you’re not doing a shit job, you’ re just learning.” 


Tony crushes the pillow between his hands, looking down at it as he waits for Peter to emerge 
from his bedroom. 


“He doesn’t — hate me for not being here?” 


“No, Tony, he doesn’t hate you. He understands that you live somewhere else. He’s been bugging 
Pepper to go to California, though.” 


“Really?” Tony grins, tossing the pillow to the couch. May snatches it from the air and sets it 
behind her head, sighing quietly. The Yankees would win the Series with her on the roster. 


“Mhm, maybe that’s something you and Pepper can discuss.” 


“Maybe — hey, Pete!” Tony grins at his son as he emerges from the hallway, raising a hand up to 
his eyes to shield them. “God, that shirt is bright.” 


“Isn’t it cool?” Peter pulls the shirt taut across his chest, the neon green fabric no doubt visible 
from miles away, poking at the screen-printed alien on the front of the shirt. “It’s my favorite.” 


“Tt is very cool,” Tony agrees seriously. “Everyone will be jealous. You might become your own 
exhibit at the museum.” 


“Do you think there are real aliens in space?” Peter asks as he bends down to tie his shoelaces, 
which he does without much struggle. 


“Probably,” Tony offers Peter his hand. “You know, when I was a kid, I wanted to be an astronaut. 
Do you like space?” 


“T love it,” Peter sighs, taking Tony’s hand, allowing him to pull him upwards. “Mommy says 
she’ll get me a telescope for Christmas.” 


“T have a telescope that you can have,” Tony blurts out. “It’s at my parents’ house, I got it for my 
seventh birthday. It’s pretty big, but I think you have space in your room... I could bring it before I 
leave, if you want?” 


“Yes, please!” Peter smiles brightly, his face flushed with excitement. “Christmas is forever 
away.” 


“T’Il text you when Pepper is on her way home,” May tells Tony as he makes his way to the door. 
“If I had to guess, she’ll be home by 1. If you time it right, you’ Il really surprise her — if you time 
it wrong, she’ ll freak out and think I’ve lost him.” 


“T’ll be back before she is,” Tony promises, looking down at Peter. “Do you have everything you 
need? Do you need a hat? It’s sunny outside.” Before Peter can answer, Tony is striding back to 
Peter’s bedroom to find a hat for him. 


Peter grumbles when Tony returns to where he had left him by the front door, scowling as his 
father places several hats on his head, Tony humming and stepping back to inspect him in each hat. 


“T think this is the winner,” Tony flicks the small fin sticking out at the top of Peter’s blue shark 
baseball cap, complete with a sharp-toothed smile along the brim. “Really brings the outfit 
together.” 


“T don’t need a hat,” Peter mutters, hurrying into the hallway once Tony opens the door. “Where’s 
your hat?” 


“Right here,” Tony slips a denim baseball hat onto his head, poking the embroidered Winnie the 
Pooh along the front with his finger. “You’ve got a big head, kid, this fits on me.” 


“Mommy says it’s cause I have a big brain,” Peter nods in agreement, leaping down the stairs 
ahead of Tony, who quickens his pace, reaching out a hand to snatch at Peter’s back should he miss 
a step and start to tumble. 


“Ts this yours?!” Peter exclaims, bursting out onto the sidewalk and hurtling to Tony’s cherry red 
Audi parked along the curb. “No way!” 


“Way.” The lights of the Audi flash as Tony pulls the key fob from his pocket. “Since I’m gonna 
be in New York a lot, I had a car flown out here.” 


“It has wings?” Peter gets onto his hands and knees beside the car, peering underneath in search of 
wings. Tony winces, glancing down at the grimy sidewalk, and hauls Peter onto his feet by the 
back of his shirt. 


“No, no wings. It flew on a big cargo plane.” Tony opens the back door and gestures to the booster 
seat strapped into the seat. “Does that look right?” 


Peter clambers into the car, fumbling with the seat belt across his lap. Tony bends down over him 
to buckle him in, inspecting the strap along Peter’s waist, reaching down to give the booster seat 
one last shake with his hands, even though he had read the manual several times when he had 
installed it. 


Peter presses an exaggerated, sloppy kiss to Tony’s cheek. Tony jerks back, his head striking the 
headrest of the passenger seat. His fingers brush over his damp cheek, glancing back at Peter, 
grinning when he sees the huge grin spread over his son’s face. 


“Can we go now?” Peter squirms in the booster seat, eager to get to the museum now that he is in 
the car. 


“Yeah, we can go,” Tony narrows his eyes at Peter’s seatbelt before straightening up, his hand 
resting against the door. “Fingers and toes.” 


Peter pulls his arms across his chest and brings his legs up so that his feet are pressed against the 
edge of the booster seat. Tony shuts the door very carefully, peering at Peter through the window. 
He can hear Peter’s laughter through the glass when he pulls a funny face, something his own 
father had never done and something that his mother would have scolded him for doing, reminding 
him that his face would stay like that forever if he wasn’t careful. 


“How fast does the car go? Do you go fast all the time? Can we go fast? Are you sure it can’t fly? 
It looks like the type of car that could fly — whoa!” Peter’s rapid-fire questions end abruptly when 
Tony applies more pressure to the accelerator, the needle of the speedometer creeping up to 60 as 
they roar down the quiet street. 


“Tt can go faster,” Tony comes to a sedate stop at the stop sign, glancing at Peter in the rearview 
mirror. “But I don’t want to get pulled over. And I don’t want your mom to kill me if she found out 
I was speeding with you in the car. Sorry, pal, it’s the speed limit from here on out. But — maybe 
if you and Mommy visited me in California, you and I could take one of my cars out for a test 
drive.” 


“T wanna go surfing. Mommy says you can go surfing in California, and that you live in a big house 
next to the ocean — and that you have robots! And that you’re a bajillionaire. Do you have a gold 
toilet?” 


“A gold toilet?” Tony laughs, wondering what exactly Pepper had said to Peter when describing 
Tony’s other life. “No, I don’t. Do you think I should have one?” 


As they drive to Manhattan, Tony and Peter debate the pros and cons of a gold toilet. In the end, 
Peter decides that there are better uses for gold. Tony finds himself smiling as he listens to Peter 
babble in the backseat, his eyes often darting from the windshield to the rearview mirror. Ever 
since he had left Peter and Pepper to return to California, he has felt a heavy pressure against his 
chest, so heavy that sleep had been difficult. J.A.R.V.I.S. had run several cardiac scans on his 
instruction. At first Tony had been sure that he was having a heart attack. J.A-.R.V.I.S. had briefly 
mentioned anxiety, Tony had snorted and brushed the diagnosis aside, and as Peter points out 
anything interesting he sees through the window (“Mr. Tony, that man isn’t wearing any pants!’’), 
the pressure starts to alleviate. 


“We gotta go see the lions,” Peter tugs Tony through the lobby of the Museum of Natural History, 
giving the dinosaur fossils displayed a cursory wave, his grip on Tony’s hand tightening. 


“The lions? Yeah, okay,” Tony shoves their tickets into his back pocket, barely keeping up with 
Peter as he forges ahead. 


They spend hours in the museum. Peter is fascinated by the animals, particularly those of the 
African savannah, and he listens to Tony’s tales of safaris he had been on with wide eyes. Peter 
gets several compliments on his hat, Tony gets a few strange glances bordering on recognition, but 
then they look at his Winnie the Pooh hat and decide that he just bears an uncanny resemblance to 
Tony Stark. Every fifteen minutes, Tony pulls his cellphone from his pocket to ensure that May 
hasn’t texted him. Peter groans and tugs on his hand every time he glances down at the screen. 
They have a feast of chicken nuggets and fries in the cafeteria, Peter guzzles down a large Coke. 
Tony has a suspicion that Pepper does not allow soda, but it’s too late for that now. After several 
bathroom stops, Tony understands why that might be the case. 


“T have to pee,” Peter announces for the umpteenth time, wandering away from Tony’s side in 
search of the nearest bathroom. Tony pulls his gaze away from the humungous model of a blue 
whale suspended from the ceiling, jogging after Peter before he gets lost in a crowd of 
museumgoers. 


Tony leans against the wall beside the entrance to the restroom, his arms crossed over his chest as 
he waits for Peter. His phone buzzes in his pocket, Tony nearly drops it as he wrenches it from his 
pocket, his eyes scanning over the screen. 


Pepper ETA 30 minutes. Floor it, Stark. 


“Pete?” Tony pops his head into the bathroom, finding his son at the sinks. “Time to go, kiddo. 
Mommy’s on her way home, we’ll ruin the surprise if we aren’t there when she gets there.” 


“Okay,” Peter fights with the automatic paper towel dispenser, waving his hands wildly in front of 
the sensor. Tony nudges his flailing hand aside, waves his hand briefly over the sensor, and hands 
the paper towel to Peter. 


“Mommy’s gonna wanna take a nap,” Peter tells him as they make their way out of the museum, 
pausing at several exhibits that catch Peter’s eye. As anxious as Tony is to see Pepper, he doesn’t 
want to rush Peter out, not when he is obviously enjoying himself. 


“Ts she usually tired after work?” Tony asks, following Peter into the gift shop with a slight grin. 
“Uh huh,” Peter nods, pulling a t-shirt from the rack. “Look, Mr. Tony, we should get these.” 


The Beatles reference is probably lost on Peter, who had been amused by the image of four 
dinosaurs walking along a crosswalk. Tony buys two of them. Peter twists his arm and emerges 
from the museum with a Lego Animal Atlas, plastic bricks clunking and clicking inside of the 
book when Peter gives it an energetic shake. 


The drive home is quiet. Peter flips through his new book, beginning a build of a kangaroo model, 
and falls asleep before they cross over the Queensboro Bridge. 


Pepper’s BMW is parked in front of the apartment in her usual space. The hood burns against 
Tony’s palm when he presses his hand against it — she can’t have been home for longer than a few 
minutes. He scoops Peter’s sleeping body into his arms, gathering up their gift shop purchases, 
catching Peter’s hat as it falls from his head. Peter mumbles in his sleep, pressing his face against 
Tony’s neck to block out the sun. Tony closes the door with his hip and staggers up the steps to 
Pepper’s apartment building. 


“Hey,” Tony says to Pepper as she opens the door after he knocks. Pepper is stunned. May gives 
him a sheepish wave over her shoulder, relieved to be spared from a panicked Pepper Potts. 


“Tony,” Pepper murmurs, her hand brushing against Peter’s back, her eyes fixed on Tony’s. “God, 
I’m so stupid.” 


“T told her a man bearing strange resemblance to Peter took him out for the day,” May explains 
cheerfully. “And that he compensated me with a significant amount of money.” 


“Oh, I did?” 
“We'll settle on a figure later,” May grins. 


“Hmm,” Tony’s smile is soft as he looks at Pepper. “It’s good to see you. Peter and I were 
supposed to jump out at you when you opened the door, but you beat us here.” 


“It’s good to see you,” Pepper echoes, taking the bag from his hand and glancing inside. “Oh, you 
took him to the museum? He loves it there.” 


“Knocked himself out,” Tony nods, stepping into the apartment, hooking the door with his foot so 
that he can pull it shut. “We probably did fifty laps of the place.” 


“Did he hold you hostage at the lions?” Pepper steps back, allowing him to slip into her apartment, 
his shoulder brushing against hers as he passes her. 


“For at least half an hour,” Tony murmurs, his footsteps soft as he walks quietly to Peter’s 
bedroom, his hand cradling the back of Peter’s head, his pinkie finger crooked to keep Peter’s hat 
hooked onto it. 


“T’ll see myself out,” May says to Pepper. “I promise, Ill never let him convince me to do 
something like this again.” 


“No, May, it was a great surprise,” Pepper embraces her. “If I had thought about what you were 
saying, I would have realized that you meant Tony.” 


“Call me later,” May says, kissing Pepper’s cheek before stepping back. “I’m going to go sleep for 


the rest of the day... but I need to know if it’s working.” 


“If what’s working?” Tony asks Pepper curiously, glancing over his shoulder at her as she follows 
him down the hallway. 


“Oh, well,” Pepper laughs, her cheeks reddening. “I’m supposed to set May and Norman up.” 


“No way,” Tony shakes his head in disgust, his Winnie the Pooh cap falling to the floor from his 
enthusiastic movements. “If we’re setting May up with anyone, it’s going to be with Happy.” 


“How is Happy?” Pepper bends down and collects the hat, brushing dust away with her hand and 
setting it on Peter’s dresser once she enters his room. 


“He’s good, holding down the fort at home,” Tony grunts, kneeling beside Peter’s bed so that he 
can set him down. Peter mumbles in his sleep, his legs kicking out against the mattress, his hand 
searching blindly for his stuffed dog, which Tony moves into Peter’s grip. “Sends his love.” 


Pepper hums, her hand resting against the top of Tony’s head, standing beside him and looking 
down at Peter. 


“T miss him a lot,” Tony says lowly, brushing his hand against Peter’s forehead, strands of hair 
slipping between his fingers. “We had a good day today... and I just...” Every day could be good. 


“Come here,” Pepper murmurs, her fingernails scraping against his scalp. 


Tony tucks Peter’s duvet around him, his hand lingering against Peter’s cheek, and then rises to his 
feet. Pepper’s hands rest against his chest, her fingers curling against the fabric of his shirt as she 
pulls him gently away from Peter’s bed. 


They don’t speak until they are standing in the hallway, Pepper’s hands smoothing slowly over his 
chest, her gaze traveling over his face. 


“You know, when I think about Tony Stark,” she murmurs, her hand cupping his cheek, her thumb 
brushing over his bottom lip. “I don’t picture him in a Winnie the Pooh hat.” 


“You don’t?” Tony grins, kissing the pad of her thumb softly. “Out of curiosity, Potts, how often 
do you think about Tony Stark?” 


Pepper indulges him, her free hand grasping at the front of his shirt and pulling him against her. 


“Every night,” she murmurs against his lips, humming in satisfaction when Tony presses her 
against the wall, his hands braced on either side of her head as he deepens the kiss. 


“Me too,” he says between kisses, his lips brushing over her chin, her jaw, her cheeks, her 
forehead, her lips again. Each kiss is searing, she is wrapped around him, her fingers sink into his 
hair. J never should have left. 


Pepper manages to laugh. “I figured that you think about yourself every night.” 


“No,” Tony’s lips press against her pulse point, her head lolling back to expose her throat to him, 
smiling when she moans his name softly. “No, I think about you every night.” And every goddamn 
morning. You’re the first thing on my mind. You are everywhere, and I’m not here. 


“How long can you stay?” Pepper moves against him, her breath gasping out of her when one large 
hand presses against her ass before slipping to her side to find the zipper of her skirt. 


“All weekend,” Tony says against the base of her throat, his tongue laving over the red mark he 
had sucked into her pale skin. 


Pepper’s abdomen tenses under his palm, her hips rocking forward when his fingers glide under 
the waistband of her panties. 


“Thank God,” she sighs, melting under his touch. “I miss you.” 


“T miss you too, Pepper.” He lifts his head, looking into his eyes as his fingers press into her, 
watching her lips part, her green eyes hazy with pleasure. “But I’m here now. With you.” 


“Kiss me,” she whispers, and Tony obeys. 


Chapter 14 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“There you are, Tony!” Elizabeth Potts smiles at him as she steps into the kitchen. “I wondered 
where you disappeared to.” 


Pepper’s mother is lovely. Tony finds himself looking at her often from the moment he is 
introduced to her, wondering if this is what Pepper will look like when she ages. In the light, hints 
of auburn glint in her silver hair, which falls in waves to her shoulders. She has Pepper’s height, her 
soft tone of voice, and her sense of humor. There are differences as well, reminders that Tony is 

not looking at the Pepper of the future — she has blue eyes, deeper laugh lines, a faded Southern 
accent, and she looks at him with such motherly affection that Tony can’t help but like her, even 
though she should terrify him. He had figured that Pepper’s parents wouldn’t be enthused to meet 
Tony. For the length of Peter’s life, he has been a nameless donor, a man who had given Peter his 
brown eyes and his smile. Now, Tony has a name, now he’s a semi-permanent fixture in their lives. 
He hadn’t expected to be welcomed with open arms by Bill and Elizabeth Potts. 


“Sorry,” Tony straightens up from where he has been hunched over the kitchen sink, his face 
glistening from where he had splashed cold water against it. “Sorry,” he repeats, his voice still 
unsteady. 


Elizabeth’s eyes soften, her touch is soft against his forearm. 
“Are you alright?” 


“T’m fine,” Tony lies unconvincingly, lifting the roll of paper towel from the counter. Pepper had 
sent him on a mission to collect it from the kitchen at least fifteen minutes ago, feeling his leg 
bouncing beside hers, her eyes following a bead of sweat as it trickled down the side of his face. 
She had granted him a reprieve, Tony had escaped to the kitchen, gasping for air and missing his 
mother. This usually happened on holidays. He spent Thanksgiving with the Rhodes’, and Mrs. 
Rhodes expected Tony to disappear for half an hour midway through dinner. Sometimes, 
particularly when he was younger and still aching from the loss of his parents, she would come to 
Rhodey’s bedroom where he was hiding away. He would look at her, his expression stricken, his 
eyes burning with unshed tears, and she would sit beside him on the bed, her arms wrapping around 
him when he finally allowed himself to cry. 


He doesn’t feel on the verge of tears now, at least. He feels the dull pangs of grief that lead to 
nausea and make eating difficult, but all he needs is a few more seconds and he’ Il be Tony Stark 
again. He’d been doing a decent job entertaining the table. Bill Potts had been eager to hear stories 
of Steve Rogers, stories that Tony had memorized verbatim from his father, stories he had 
cherished as precious family heirlooms. Peter had been listening too, his fork hovering in front of 
his mouth, mashed potatoes slipping down onto his lap. May Parker hadn’t been listening, but 
that’s because she had been laughing at whatever joke Happy Hogan had murmured in her ear, 
leaning in close to him, a soft blush spreading over her cheeks. Pepper had listened politely, but he 
had sensed her concern, felt her hand stroke along his thigh, attempting to still his bouncing leg. 
When he had excused himself, he had felt Elizabeth’s eyes on him as he walked quickly to the 
kitchen, and now he realizes that she had been just as concerned for him as Pepper was. 


“Holidays must be hard,” she takes his hand, prying it from where it has been gripping the counter. 
“I’m so sorry about your parents, Tony.” 


“It’s fine,” Tony repeats. “It’s been a long time since they —” his breath catches, “— since they 
died.” 


“Did your family do anything special for Thanksgiving?” 


Tony shrugs. “Not really. Just dinner. My dad was sometimes there, usually not. The only holiday 
he took off for was Christmas, only because my mother insisted. Our Thanksgivings were quiet. I 
guess the only special thing was...” Tony hesitates, it will sound stupid. “I don’t know. Cooking 
with my mother.” 


“Ginny hates cooking with me,” Elizabeth squeezes his hand with a smile, her blue eyes kind, 
reassuring. “I don’t follow recipes to the letter, you see. Drives her insane.” 


“T can picture that very easily,” Tony laughs weakly, unable to bring himself to look into 
Elizabeth’s eyes. 


“We’re going to have Christmas at ours this year,” Elizabeth says softly. “I know that Ginny and 
Peter would love for you to be there. Bill and I would be happy to have you, Tony. Maybe you and 
I could cook something together?” 


“Really?” Tony lifts his head, his jaw tightening, his expression guarded. “You don’t have to, Mrs. 
Potts, I know that I’m not —” 


“Not what?” Elizabeth interrupts him sharply. “Not family? Don’t you dare say that, Tony. You’re 
Peter’s father, and I know that you and Ginny are — well.” 


Tony laughs despite himself, feeling as though he’s just stepped into a hot bath, warmth has spread 
over him, washed away the dull aches of his grief. 


‘Well’ is a very polite way of putting it,” he replies, grinning when Elizabeth drops his hand to 
give his bicep a reproving pat. “But thank you,” Tony’s voice softens, he clears his throat to keep 
his voice from cracking. “I'd like that very much. I usually spend Christmas alone.” 


“Not anymore,” Elizabeth says briskly, grabbing the paper towel and looping her arm through 
Tony’s. “Come on, Bill’s eaten almost all of the mashed potatoes and you’ ve hardly had any.” 


They step into the dining room arm in arm, Pepper smiles when she sees them, Peter yowling when 
Tony rips off a sheet of paper towel and wipes it over his face which is dripping with what seems 
to be a sample of every dish on the table. 


Peter glowers at Tony, his face red-raw from Tony’s committed scrubbing, but his expression 
brightens when Elizabeth sets a slice of pumpkin pie in front of him. 


“Hey,” Pepper says softly, her hand finding Tony’s as he lowers himself down into the chair beside 
her. 


“Hey,” he echoes, lacing his fingers between hers. 
“You okay?” Her voice is quiet, hardly audible over the low roar of conversation around the table. 


“Yeah,” Tony nods. “Never better.” 


“My word, Anthony, he’ll break his leg,” Peggy Carter shields her eyes from the sun with her hand, 
squinting over at Peter where he is flinging himself along the monkey bars of the playground. 


“No he won’t,” Tony says gruffly, “and if he falls, hell land on snow. It’s soft.” 


Peggy purses her lips, extending one booted foot from where it has been tucked close to the bench 
to press against the packed snow surrounding them. There’s a loud crunching noise, she presses her 
foot harder and it finally breaks through the snow. 


“You made your point,” Tony sighs, his eyes following Peter as he zooms around the playground, 
his laughter echoing over to them. 


“He reminds me very much of you,” Peggy crosses her arms over her chest, shivering slightly, her 
silver hair peeking out from under her knitted hat. 


“And you said that I was underdressed,” Tony shakes his head with a slight smile, tugging his arms 
free of his overcoat and tucking it around Peggy. 


“You'll catch your death, Anthony,” she protests, attempting to bat his hands aside, laughing 
quietly when he wraps his arms around her in a tight hug. 


“Nah, I won’t,” Tony mumbles, folding the sleeves of his coat back over her gloved hands. “I’ve 
got a sweater on.” 


“Look, Mr. Tony, Ms. Peggy!” Peter bellows from the top of the slide, throwing himself down it in 
a fumble of limbs, shrieking with delight as he goes flying out onto the snow. Tony rises to his feet 
when Peter doesn’t instantly jump up. 


“You alright, Peter?” 


Peter doesn’t respond. Tony jogs over to him, his heart in his throat, his hands sweating in his 
gloves as he rolls Peter onto his back. 


Peter’s eyelashes are crusted with snow, clumps of it melt against his cheeks, handfuls of it blind 
Tony as Peter throws fistfuls of snow up into Tony’s face. 


“You little bastard,” Tony wheezes, coughing up a mouthful of snow and dirt. “I thought you hurt 
yourself!” 


“Got you,” Peter grins, writhing and laughing when Tony’s fingers slip up under the thick padding 
of his coat, dancing over his abdomen, his gloved hands slapping frantically at Tony’s chest. 


“Don’t do that again,” Tony heaves Peter into his arms, slinging him up over his shoulder, the 
boy’s forehead striking his shoulder blade, his feet pounding against Tony’s chest. “Now I’m 
gonna have to find soft snow to toss you in.” 


“No, Daddy, don’t!” Peter squeals, his arms waving frantically as he is sent into the air, his 
laughter muffled as he sinks into a snow drift, one gloved hand extending beyond the snow. 


It is like Tony has just taken a confident step forward and found that the ground had disappeared 
beneath his feet. He is tumbling, exhilarated, terrified — he called me Daddy. Suddenly, he is Mr. 
Tony no longer, and now faces responsibilities that he never thought himself capable of handling. 
But I can handle them now. I know that I can. 


“Oh, Anthony,” Peggy makes her way carefully to them, taking Tony’s hand which is extended 


behind him to support her. “He really will get ill if you do that.” 


“Nah, I bet he’ ll —” Tony grins as Peter’s face pops out of the snow, his little hands grasping at 
Tony’s legs. “You got me, you got me,” he bends down and scoops Peter from the snow, brushing 
flakes off his pink face. 


“T’ve got a thermos of hot chocolate and some cookies,” Peggy says, her handkerchief swiping over 
Peter’s damp face. “Your father’s tormented you enough, how about a treat?” 


“Okay,” Peter replies, his teeth chattering. “I’m cold.” 
“I’m not surprised,” Peggy glances at Tony reproachfully. 


“Do it again,” Peter says to Tony, tensing his body in anticipation of being tossed into the snow, 
his eyes screwed shut, his teeth biting at his bottom lip. 


“Maybe in a bit, Peter,” Tony laughs, one arm wrapped around Peter to secure him against his side, 
his other hand holding Peggy’s tightly. Approaching eighty five, she’s steadier on his feet than he 
is — it has been a long time since Tony has faced a New York winter. Winter in Malibu meant 
wearing a long sleeved shirt instead of a t-shirt. He’s spent the past two nights wrapped up around 
Pepper, insisting that he needed her body heat to survive the cold night as an oil heater hummed 
beside her bed. 


“Here we are,” Peggy reaches underneath the bench, pulling a wicker basket that had ventured on 
many picnics during Tony’s childhood. “It should still be hot, I made it before setting off this 
morning.” 


Peter waits patiently for his hot chocolate, allowing Tony to wipe his face dry, snuggling against 
his father’s side once Tony has cleared him of snow. He hides a yawn, which doesn’t surprise 
Tony, they’ ve been at Central Park for two hours now and Peter has been a blur of activity since 
they arrived. 


“For you, darling,” Peggy presses a small ceramic cup into Peter’s hands, steam rising off the hot 
chocolate in thick wisps. “What kind of cookie would you like? I made chocolate chip and 
snickerdoodle.” 


“Chocolate chip, please,” Peter exhibits the manners that, according to Peggy, had not been 
inherited from Tony. Munching happily on a cookie, Peter is quiet, his shivering subsiding with 
each sip of hot chocolate. 


“Anthony,” Peggy passes him a cup of hot chocolate and a snickerdoodle. “There you go. Still your 
favorite?” 


Tony hums in agreement, shoving the entire cookie into his mouth, somehow still warm from 
Peggy’s oven. 


Peggy’s cheeks are flushed from the cold, her hands are trembling as she reaches for the other 
thermos, frowning when Tony leans forward and pulls it free of the basket. 


“Tl take care of you,” he tells her, opening the thermos and pouring her a large cup of tea. “We’ ve 
been out in the cold long enough, I think Peter and I should get you a cab after this.” 


Peggy waves her hand. “Don’t be ridiculous, Anthony, I can walk myself home.” 


“To Brooklyn?” Tony snorts. “You’re out of your mind. It’s supposed to snow this afternoon, Aunt 


Peggy, I don’t want you out in this.” 


“Alright, alright,” she relents, because she knows that resistance is futile. Her brown eyes are warm 
as she looks at Tony, watching him portion out milk and sugar for her tea, reminded of all the 
times he had made her a cup through his childhood. He would come to her office off of Times 
Square when he was in his teens, taking time out of his weekend away from MIT to visit her, 
taking her out for tea whenever her schedule allowed. After he had moved to California, she had 
seen him less and less, but she didn’t resent him for it. He lived a busy life, a life he had never 
wanted, but it appears he had found the life he wanted here in New York. Tony had stammered his 
way through the story of Peter’s conception, his face bright red, his eyes glued to his sneakers 
where they tapped anxiously against Peggy’s living room floor. 


“T think it’s wonderful, Anthony,” Peggy had said softly, her palm pressing gently against Tony’s 
burning cheek. “Your mother would be so happy for you, and so proud.” 


“Is everyone warm?” Tony asks, neglecting his cup of hot chocolate so that he can sling an arm 
around Peter and Peggy, pulling them close to him. 


“T’m sleepy,” Peter admits, “but I wanna go back on the monkey bars.” 


“Maybe tomorrow, sweetheart,” Tony says lazily, leaning his head back against the bench so that 
he can look up at the sky, frowning up at the light grey clouds heavy with snow that hover above 
them. “Mommy won’t be back from her conference until tomorrow night, we’ll have to make time 
pass somehow, right?” 


“Perhaps you and Peter would like to come to my apartment for lunch?” Peggy suggests, smiling 
when a snowflake lands on the pink tip of Tony’s nose. 


“That sounds fun, doesn’t it, Pete? Aunt Peggy’s got all sorts of Captain America stuff, I used to 
spend hours looking at all of her pictures of him.” 


“Really?” Peter peers around Tony’s chest to look at Peggy. “Do you have his shield?” 


“No, darling, I don’t have that,” Peggy admits. “But I do have some other things. One of his 
compasses, the cowl from his uniform...” Sketchbooks and journals, as well. Tony had thumbed 
through them curiously when his fascination with Steve Rogers had taken an interesting turn 
around his fourteenth birthday, but Peter wouldn’t be interested in those. 


“T wanna see that,” Peter decides, squirming when Tony adjusts his knitted hat. 


“Tt’s coming off your head,” Tony tells him. “How are you supposed to stay warm without your 
hat?” 


“T’m warm,” Peter replies, snuggling closer. “Will you go on the slide with me tomorrow?” 


“T promise. We’ll have breakfast, go to the park, and then have lunch with Aunt Peggy. What do 
you think,” Tony glances at Peggy. “1 o’clock sound good?” 


“That sounds delightful.” She pokes Tony in the side. “Next time you’ ll have to bring Virginia, of 
course. I’m dying to meet her.” 


“You have to promise not to embarrass me,” Tony tells her, his eyebrows furrowing. “No nude 
pictures of baby Tony Stark. If you can’t promise me that, I’ll never bring her over.” 


“T promise, darling,” Peggy smiles, a slightly mischievous smile that Tony doesn’t trust. “Those 


pictures shall never see the light of day.” 


Tony’s eyes narrow, but he nods. “Fine, if you mean it, ll bring her by next time I’m in town. 
She'll be spending all day tomorrow at this conference — an accounting conference, if you can 
believe it — and doesn’t get home until late, otherwise I’d say let’s do dinner tomorrow instead of 
lunch.” 


“We'll plan something grand,” Peggy says, beginning to pack up her picnic basket, slipping Peter 
another cookie when Tony looks up at the sky again. 


“Come on, you two,” Tony gets to his feet. “It’s about to snow, I can tell, and I want you home 
before people forget how to drive.” 


Peter is sleepy and sluggish, he doesn’t complain when Tony carries him instead of letting him 
wander through Central Park. Tony hails Peggy a taxi, shoving a wad of bills at the cabbie, and 
carefully loads the picnic basket into the back seat. 


“It was great to see you, Aunt Peggy,” he says, leaning forward and kissing her chilled cheek. 


“Take care of yourself, Anthony, and Ill see you tomorrow.” She kisses Peter’s forehead when he 
lifts his head from Tony’s chest to say a sleepy goodbye. 


“Bye, Ms. Peggy,” he mumbles, “thanks for the cookies.” 


“My goodness, Anthony,” Peggy shakes her head with a smile, handing Tony his coat before 
getting into the taxi. “Virginia has raised him well. She must be a remarkable woman.” 


“She is,” Tony smiles, slinging his coat over his shoulder, his hand grasping at the taxi door. 
“You’ll meet her soon. I promise.” 


Tony steps back from the taxi, raising his hand in a wave as it pulls out onto the quiet street, 
clusters of snowflakes falling faster overhead. 


“Can we watch a movie when we get home?” Peter asks, his voice muffled against Tony’s chest, 
wrapped up in the thick fabric of Tony’s overcoat. 


“Sure we can. What do you want to watch?” Tony holds Peter close, taking his time to walk to the 
car, smiling slightly when he feels Peter’s fingers curl into the knitted fabric of his sweater. 


“Star Wars.” 


Tony’s pace quickens. “You bet your ass we can watch Star Wars. And we’ll order pizza. Does 
Mommy have popcorn?” 


Peter nods. “Uh huh, it’s in the cabinet above the fridge. So I can’t get into it. But I climb on the 
chair. Don’t tell Mommy.” 


Tony laughs. Peter may have inherited Pepper’s manners, but he’s inherited Tony’s resistance to 
rules. 


When Tony sets Peter down in his booster seat, his son wraps his arms around Tony’s neck, 
holding him in a tight hug. 


“Today was fun, Daddy,” he says quietly, “Ms. Peggy’s nice.” 


“Yeah,” Tony’s voice is choked with emotion. “I love her a lot.” J love you, Peter. Gently, he 


untangles himself from Peter’s arms, giving him a small, strained smile, his heart swelling in his 
chest. I’m your father. Holy shit. 


“Let’s go home.” 


“Tony?” Pepper mumbles into the phone, her voice muffled, the connection crackling. “What’s 
going on?” 


Tony exhales shakily, his forehead pressed against the cool glass of the window, the Eiffel Tower 
glimmering just outside. It is 4 in the morning in Paris, he is drunk, he is alone, it is Valentine’s 
Day, and he needed to hear Pepper’s voice. He has not seen her since just after New Years’, it is 
the longest he’s gone without visiting them, and his thoughts had turned from maudlin to 
frightening as the night progressed. It is selfish of him to call her so late, she’s just drifted off to 
sleep, assuming she had stuck to her usual routine tonight. He closes his eyes, imagining her long 
red hair spread out over the pillow, the feeling of the soft skin of her inner thigh against his palm as 
he touches her, her body moving to press closer to his in her half-asleep state. He swallows thickly, 
his forehead pressing harder against the glass. 


“Pepper,” he whispers. 


“Tony,” Pepper sounds more alert, her lamp clicking on softly, sheets rustling as she sits up. “Tony, 
are you okay? It’s so late there.” 


“T don’t —” his voice sounds strangled and strange, his mouth is moving but a stranger’s voice is 
speaking. “I can’t keep doing this.” 


“Can’t keep doing what?” Pepper sounds cautious. 


“This,” Tony repeats harshly. “I want to — I don’t want to be in Paris, I don’t give a damn about 
these investors, I don’t want to... to do this anymore. I just want...” He turns away from the 
window, facing the darkness of his hotel suite. It is easier to speak like this in the darkness, when 
he can imagine himself in bed with Pepper, speaking softly in a post-coital haze. “I want to be with 
you and Peter.” 


“You'll be home soon,” Pepper says soothingly, her voice a caress in his ear. “Two more days and 
you ll be done, you said. And then you’ll be back in New York, and Peter and I are going to pick 
you up at the airport.” 


“And then [ll have to go back to California three days after that,” Tony says harshly, his breathing 
ragged. He reaches out for a bottle at random. He had drained the mini bar of his room when he 
had arrived and had made several stops for liquor during this trip. Empty bottles spill out of each 
trash can in the suite, there’s a half-drunk bottle of vodka in the bathroom, an abandoned bottle of 
red wine by the door, and this bottle of whiskey he’s been steadily drinking tonight. “I can’t keep 
doing this, Pepper.” 


“If you can’t keep doing this, then let’s come up with a solution. Breathe, Tony, deep breaths. 
You’re hyperventilating.” 


“T’m not,” he argues, his breath whistling in his chest, his vision spotting. 


“Fine, you're not hyperventilating, but breathe in deep for me, honey. Okay?” 


Tony pulls in breath, his diaphragm spasming, his hand curling tighter around the neck of the 
bottle. He takes a deep gulp of whiskey between breaths, the large spots eclipsing his vision 
shrinking to pinpricks, which he considers an improvement. He stumbles to the bed on unsteady 
legs, sinking down onto the edge of it, gripping at his head with one hand, the other cradling the 
bottle. 


“Peter and I are coming to visit you in Malibu in May, remember?” 
Tony exhales softly in acknowledgement. 


“You told me once that the Afghanistan trip will be the last trip you’ll ever have to make. If the 
Jericho deal goes through, you’ll practically be able to retire. You told me you wanted to build an 
East Coast Stark Industries.” 


“Yes.” Tony’s voice sounds more familiar. “That is what I want to do — what I’m going to do.” 


“Tf that’s what you’re going to do...” Pepper trails off, her voice softening, sounding more 
uncertain. “We’ve never talked about what it means.” 


“What what means?” Tony lies back on the bed, the bottle thudding against the floor, whiskey 
spilling out slowly. 


“The first time that you and I slept together, I said that — I said that I was yours. And you said that 
you — well, we’ve never talked about it. And I’ ve never asked you what you do when you’ re not 
with us, and if you’ ve been seeing other people, I understand. It’s not like we said we were 
exclusive, and maybe what we have isn’t... If it’s just sex, then it’s just sex, and I don’t need —” 


“Pepper, I love you.” 


Complete silence in Tony’s ear, not even the soft sound of her breathing. He closes his eyes. She’s 
hung up on me. Of course she has. Fuck, what was I thinking ? 


“Tony.” 


“T’m in love with you, Pepper. I told you I was yours, and I meant it. | haven’t been fucking other 
people. I’d almost be offended that you thought I was, if it wasn’t — you know, something I 
would have done before I met you. When I open an East Coast branch of SI, I plan on being with 
you and Peter permanently. I want to be his father full time, and I want to be yours — in whatever 
way you want that to be. If it’s just sex, fine, it’s Just sex. But you'll just have to deal with the fact 
that I’m desperately, pathetically — and I mean pathetically, Potts, I pine for you — in love with 


am 


you. 
“But ’'m not — anything special,” Pepper whispers. 


“You’re special to me. You and Peter are the most precious people in my life. I would do anything 
you asked me to do. If you asked me to give up Stark Industries, I would. And I will, for you. I just 
have to get through Afghanistan, and then you'll be sick of me, because I’m never gonna let you 


i 


go. 


“T don’t want you to let me go,” Pepper’s words come out on a rush of air. “Because I love you too, 
Tony.” 


There’s a muffled knock, Tony lifts his head, squinting at his door. 


“Someone’s knocking at my door,” Pepper says. 


“Oh, fuck,” Tony passes a hand over his face. ““That’s — goddamn it, they came a day early. I 
wasn’t thinking when I made the order.” And I was drunk. 


Pepper’s breathing is even, her footsteps are quiet, Tony’s lips twitch into a smile as he listens to 
her get out of bed and walk to the door. 


“Oh, Tony,” Pepper murmurs, the door creaking as she leans against it. “They’re beautiful.” 


“Happy Valentine’s Day, Pepper. Sorry that I forgot about the time difference. They were 
supposed to get delivered at 7 am, before you left for the hospital.” 


“No one’s given me flowers before,” Pepper muses, teasing a soft red rose petal between her 
fingers. “Well, my parents have, but no one — romantically.” 


“Bullshit,” Tony says, offended on her behalf. “No way.” 


“T’m not lying,” Pepper insists, lifting the heavy vase into her arms, the dozens of roses jostling 
together. 


“ll get you flowers every week,” Tony promises. “Ill invent new flowers to give to you. You 
deserve every goddamn flower on Earth.” It sounds stupid, but Tony speaks fervently, meaning 
every word. “Pepper, I love you.” 


“T love you, Tony.” He’ll never tire of hearing her say that. “And [Il see you in two days and prove 
it to you.” 


“Prove it to me?” Tony raises an eyebrow, kicking the duvet back so that he can wriggle 
underneath it, pulling a pillow under his head. 


“Mhm,” the vase thuds against a countertop. Tony pictures her standing in her pristine kitchen, a 
dressing gown pulled over her pajamas, her hair in a messy bun, her green eyes gazing at the 
flowers he had given her. “I think you’ ll be satisfied.” 


“The imagination runs wild,” Tony replies, his words, previously fluid and heavy with liquor, now 
slowing with tiredness. “Stay on the line?” 


“International calls are expensive, Tony,” she teases. 


“You don’t need to worry about money, you’re with me. According to Peter, I’m a bajillionaire,” 
Tony yawns. “But if you want to go, [ll let you.” 


“ll stay on with you, Tony,” Pepper says softly. “Close your eyes. I'll be here in the morning.” 


Tony turns his face against the pillow, his hand reaching out for where Pepper would be lying 
beside him. He sighs, his fingers spreading against the cold sheets, and listens to Pepper as she 
moves through the kitchen, wiping down the counters and turning off the lights. 


“Tony?” She says as he’s on the verge of unconsciousness, her voice echoing and distant. He’s 
almost certain that he’s dreaming. 


He mumbles her name in response, slipping into sleep. 


“T love you.” 


Chapter End Notes 


2 chapters left 


Chapter 15 


“Daddy!” Peter sprints across the tarmac, his red windbreaker billowing in the strong breeze, his 
arms extended as he launches himself into the air. 


Tony grunts and staggers back, Peter colliding with his chest, his hands grasping at Peter’s back to 
keep him from tumbling to the ground. 


“Jesus, kid, you weigh a ton!” Tony laughs, tossing Peter up into the air, hearing Pepper Potts’ 
sharp intake of breath. 


“T’ve grown two inches,” Peter beams, wrapping his arms around Tony’s neck, anchoring himself 
to guard against any sudden trips into the sky. “Look!” 


Peter peels back his windbreaker and the neck of his t-shirt, showing Tony the small, linear scar 
just below his collarbone. 


“Tt’s faded for sure,” Tony agrees, recalling how red and angry the scar had appeared when he had 
seen Peter last in April, only a few weeks after the port had been removed. He brushes his thumb 
along the scar, furrowing his eyebrows. “Don’t feel any stitches.” 


“My body ate them,” Peter says proudly. 


“Man, I bet not even Captain America could do that,” Tony muses, looking over at Pepper when 
she reaches his side. “Hey, Pep.” 


“Hi, Tony,” she smiles, her auburn hair whipping in the wind, her hand sweeping strands back 
against her head. “I can’t believe you have your own runway.” 


“Really?” Tony turns to face the runway, his private jet idling on the tarmac as Pepper and Peter’s 
luggage is unloaded. “Me having a jet was believable but you draw the line at me having 
somewhere to land it? And really, it’s not my runway, it’s the company’s.” 


“Oh, right,” Pepper leans in and kisses his cheek softly, avoiding Peter’s bobbing head. “An 
important distinction.” 


“Where are we gonna go?” Peter asks excitedly, grabbing Tony’s hand the moment he’s set on the 
ground. “Are we gonna go to your house, Daddy? Are your robots gonna be there? And 
JA.R.V.LS.2” 


“Oh, they’ ll be there,” Tony nods, lifting Peter by his hand, grinning when Peter laughs wildly, his 
feet kicking out. 


“Careful, Tony,” Pepper says anxiously, reaching for Peter’s other hand. 
“Well, now we’ve gotta swing him,” Tony says seriously. “On three?” 


Peter’s laughter echoes across the airstrip, swung forward into the air every couple of seconds by 
his parents. One sneaker goes flying and hits the side of Tony’s car. 


“This seems very tame,” Pepper comments, kneeling down to retrieve Peter’s shoe from under the 
black Audi A4. “I was expecting a Corvette.” 


“T don’t even own a Corvette,” Tony snorts, opening the back door so that Peter can climb inside. 


“And I bought this car especially for your visit,” he admits, leaning down to buckle Peter into his 
booster seat. “I thought you would appreciate a boring, corporate looking car. None of my other 
cars had backseats, either, so there was no place to put the kid.” 


“You bought this car... for the weekend?” Pepper raises an eyebrow. “Sometimes I forget,” she 
laughs, following Tony to the trunk where their suitcases are lined up to be loaded. 


“What, that I’m a bajillionaire? We’re going to have to work on that, Potts. P’ll draw you a bath of 
hundred dollar bills tonight, would that help?” 


“Tt might,” Pepper’s fingers poke against his side, grinning when he yelps and loses his grip on 
Peter’s suitcase. ““They’ll have to be freshly minted, though.” 


“T can make this happen, I'll call up the Treasury while you and Peter get situated.” Tony rubs at 
his side, shooting her a dirty look, before lifting her lilac suitcase into the trunk — the color makes 
him smile, it reminds him of spring. It makes him think of Pepper walking through the fields of 
wildflowers that currently are in bloom in thick swathes along the cliffside. Maybe he’ Il take her 
there this evening. If Peter takes a nap, they could sit out in the flowers together as the sun sets and 
then... And then we’ll be sneezing from the pollen and it won’t be sexy. 


“Hey,” she says, her hands resting against his chest, her fingers rubbing against the black leather of 
his jacket. 


“Hey,” Tony replies, turning to her and capturing her lips in a kiss. His hands press lightly against 
her hips, the soft fabric of her sundress billowing in the breeze, revealing the pale lengths of her 
legs with each gust. “Missed you,” he says against her lips, the tip of his tongue trailing slowly 
along her bottom lip, her fingers curling against his chest. 


“Missed you too,” she murmurs, humming softly as Tony’s lips drag against her jaw, 
refamiliarizing herself with the burn of his goatee against her skin. 


“What do you think?” Tony’s lips press against her pulse point, a rapid thump against his lips. His 
pulse increases when her fingers toy with the zipper of his jacket and it down just enough that her 
hand can slip underneath, her fingers searching for a brush of his bare skin. She hums again when 
her fingers find the edge of his collar bone jutting out of the neck of his shirt, tracing over the 
hollow of his throat, her lips tracing the curve of his ear. 


“T think you look happy here,” she murmurs, pulling back, her hands resting on his shoulders. 
“California looks good on you, Tony.” 


“Tt’s just because I tanned yesterday,” Tony says gruffly, his face reddening. Pepper Potts manages 
to reduce him to a schoolboy with a crush, every time. “Breakfast?” 


“Peter ate an entire box of PopTarts on the flight, but I’m starving,” Pepper pulls him by his 
shoulders, kissing him again, soft and sweet. “Thanks for picking us up.” 


“Well, I wasn’t gonna have you hitch a ride with Happy. I’ve taken the week off, actually, I’m all 
yours until I have to leave for Afghanistan.” 


“But what about the Apogee Award?” Pepper asks him curiously, following him to the passenger 
door, which he opens for her with great flourish. 


“T don’t give a shit about that,” Tony says from his deep bow, straightening up once she has sat 
down. “I give a shit about you and the kid though,” Tony mutters, watching her buckle her 
seatbelt. 


“We could go with you?” Pepper looks up at him with an expression that Tony can’t quite read. 


“Next time,” Tony promises. “Ill take you and the kid to the Oscar’s, how about that? I always get 
an invite despite never having acted in my life.” 


“T could see you as an actor,” Pepper looks over at him as he settles behind the steering wheel, a 
curl of brown hair falling over his forehead — picture perfect. He grins at her, sliding a pair of 
aviator sunglasses on, and revs the engine. 


“Td forget all my lines,” Tony tells her, pulling away from the runway, the engine purring. He 
rests his hand on the gearshift, but he wants to touch her. He could reach out and rest his hand 
against her thigh, she would let him do that — but what if she lifted his hand away? It is strange, 
having her here, he feels off-balance. 


“T find that hard to believe,” Pepper’s hand presses against his on the gearshift, lifting it away so 
that she can hold it. Tony swallows, spreading his fingers so that hers can slot between them, 
glancing over at her through the dark lenses of the glasses. Pepper is smiling softly, her hair wild 
from the wind, her gaze focused out the window. “So, that’s Stark Industries,” she says as they 
pass through the sprawling campus of buildings. 


“Sure is,” Tony gives the reactor building a brief glance as they pass by, thinking that Peter would 
probably love the damn thing, which would give it more worth than it’s had since his father built 
it. “Obadiah’s out for the day, otherwise he would’ ve been on the tarmac to greet you with me.” 


“He wants to meet us?” Pepper’s smile starts to shrink. 


“Yep,” Tony squeezes her hand, pulling through the gates and onto the street. “Peter’s the future of 
Stark Industries. If he wants to be, anyways.” 


“T wanna build robots,” Peter leans forward in his booster seats. “Can we build robots, Daddy?” 
“Sure we can, bud, we can build as many robots as you want. What do you want them to do?” 


“T wanna make the Transformers real,” Peter decides, giving the leather seat beside him a gentle 
pat, just in case his father has beaten him to it and made the Audi sentient. “And I want them to be 
able to make food so that I don’t have to eat Mommy’s roadtrip snacks.” 


“What are Mommy’s roadtrip snacks?” Tony asks curiously. 
“Celery with peanut butter,” Peter rolls his eyes, crossing his arms over his chest. 


“Here,” Tony opens the center console, taking his hand off the wheel to reach inside. He tosses a 
bag of Chips Ahoy at Peter. “Try some of Daddy’s roadtrip snacks.” 


“You can deal with the sugar rush,” Pepper says crossly. 


“You were the one who let him eat an entire box of PopTarts,” Tony reminds her, his hand 
returning to the wheel, Pepper relaxing beside him. 


“T was being exaggeratory,” she admits, “I usually only let him have one —” 
“One tart!?” Tony’s mouth is agape with horror. “Pepper, that’s criminal!” 
“Well,” Pepper rolls her eyes, unable to stop a smile from forming, “I let him have two today.” 


“Goddamn, Peter, you’d better scarf as many cookies down as possible while you’re here. I’m 


worried you’ ll turn into a head of lettuce next time I see you.” 
“T don’t want to be lettuce,” Peter says worriedly, “I don’t want to be a vegetable at all.” 


“You aren’t going to be a vegetable, sweetheart,” Pepper reaches back and gives Peter’s knee a 
comforting pat. 


“You've raised a very literal child,” Tony tells her, his thumb stroking along the back of her 
knuckles, her hands are so soft compared to his. The hand cream that she’s slathered on his hands 
whenever he’s at her apartment has made no difference in the face of the blunt force trauma he 
subjects his hands to in the workshop on a daily basis. 


“T think he gets that from you,” Pepper says flatly. “I have a feeling that nuance goes right over 
your head.” 


“My pretty little head,” Tony corrects her with a grin. 


“Your pretty little head,” Pepper allows, leaning closer to the window as Tony navigates through 
Los Angeles. “I should do some shopping while I’m here.” 


“You should,” Tony agrees. “Take my card, go wild.” 
“Oh, I couldn’t do that,” Pepper shakes her head. “I’d spend too much.” 


“You wouldn’t spend enough,” Tony says firmly. “Take my card, Pepper, I want you to have 
whatever you want.” 


“Can we go shopping, Daddy?” Peter asks from the backseat, sounding a little left out. 


“Absolutely, honey,” Tony glances at him in the rearview mirror, Peter is looking at him 
hopefully. “We can buy whatever you want. You want me to have an alpaca? [ll get an alpaca. 
You want to get an alpaca for you? Well... We can make that happen, it just might have to live 
with me.” 


“No room for an alpaca in the apartment,” Pepper says warningly. 


“But think of all the things you could make out of its — fur? Wool? Fiber? Whatever, you could 
give Happy a run for his money. Or you could go into business together, which might be more 
profitable.” 


“Look!” Peter plasters himself against the window, gazing at the Santa Monica Pier with wide 
eyes, the waves rolling slowly against the beach, which is packed with beachgoers. “Can we go 
there?” 


“Whenever you want, Pete, we’ll go. Our schedule’s getting pretty packed for the week, huh?” 
Tony sinks back into his seat, his hand resting lazily against the top of the wheel, his left leg 
splayed out as his right foot presses against the accelerator. “Just a little,” he tells Pepper, as the 
speedometer needle creeps past 70. “Speeding is legally required on the PCH, they’ll pull me over 
if I start following the law.” 


“Alright, but no faster than 80.” 


“Your wish is my command, Pepper,” Tony grins. “Look, Peter, see the cliffs? You’ ll see my 
house in about ten minutes, I’m just outside of Malibu.” 


“How did you get land on Point Dume?” Pepper asks curiously, rolling down her window 
narrowly, enough to let in the smell of the sea. “Isn’t it state protected land?” 


“T’m a bajillionaire, Potts,” Tony’s hair shifts with the breeze, sunlight plays over his tan skin, 
highlighting strands of grey at his temple that would otherwise be unnoticeable. “I made the state 
an offer it could not refuse. The Governor was good friends with my dad, too, and LA officials 
wanted to make me happy when I told them I was going to be opening an SI campus in the city. I 
got fifteen acres out of it, my own stretch of the beach. House takes up a bit of space, but I’ve got 
more land than I know what to do with.” 


“You should open a zoo,” Peter pipes up. “With lions!” 


“Maybe we should just start out with alpacas,” Tony muses. “A petting zoo might be a safer bet. 
Money can buy me a lot, but if a lion got out and mauled all of Malibu, I don’t think it would get 
me very far with the general public.” 


“Do you go out on hikes?” Pepper asks him curiously, unable to envision Tony Stark in hiking 
gear. She can picture him jogging along the beach, or thrown off a surfboard into furious waves, or 
even climbing up the side of a mountain. When it comes to hiking, she imagines him picking his 
way through uneven shelves of rock and soil, slipping over wildflowers, and twisting his ankle in a 
hole hidden by grass. 


“Not since I moved here, I usually stick to the ocean. I swam a lot when I was a kid. I did 
swimming and diving at MIT.” 


“You did?” Now Pepper’s picturing him in a Speedo, goggles sucking pressure marks into the skin 
of his face, his skinny legs steady as he bends at the end of a diving board. 


“Uh huh, we won a few competitions, actually, so you can stop grinning.” 


“T’m grinning because it’s cute. I didn’t know you did any sports, I don’t remember reading 
anything on your donor paperwork.” 


“Uh, I’m pretty sure I mentioned that I run and box,” Tony argues, coasting around a tight curve 
that has Pepper grasping tightly at the armrest. “How else were you supposed to know that I was in 
shape?” 


“Can we go swimming, Daddy? Do you have a pool? I wish we had a pool,” Peter sighs. 


“We can go swimming, Peter, maybe once you have breakfast you and I can go for a dip. My 
pool’s massive.” Tony glances at Pepper. “Do you melt if you get wet?” 


“You should know the answer to that, Tony,” Pepper says matter-of-factly. Tony nearly chokes on 
his own saliva, spluttering and laughing. 


When Malibu Point comes into view, Pepper goes quiet, while Peter starts to enthusiastically point 
out everything he sees — the massive windows of the house, the sheer cliff edge, the palm trees 
lining the driveway, the huge security gates that open quickly once Tony pulls up to them. 


“It’s a castle,” Peter says. “It’s so cool.” 


“T designed it myself,” Tony says proudly, the Audi idling up the driveway, the car soon cast in 
shadows from the house. “What do you think?” He asks Pepper, attempting to be casual but 
anxious to know if she likes it. 


“Very modern,” she says, squeezing his hand. “You must get great sunlight. Did I see a helicopter 
pad on the roof?” 


“You might’ve,” Tony pulls the key from the ignition. “Normally I’d take you through the 
workshop, but there’s a couple of people waiting for Peter in the foyer.” 


“People are waiting for me?” Peter tears his seatbelt free, throwing open the back door and 
scrambling out onto the driveway. “Is it Uncle Happy? Uncle Happy!” He bellows, charging up to 
the front door, his hands tugging at the door handle. 


“Tt’s the Chips Ahoy,” Pepper says knowingly, looking over at Tony when he raises her hand to his 
lips. 


“T’m glad you’re here,” he murmurs into her skin, kissing gently over her knuckles. “You know, 
Potts,” his goatee tickles against her wrist, “you’ve ruined me.” 


“Have I?” Pepper raises an eyebrow, her eyes focused on his lips, suppressing a shudder when he 
turns her hand and kisses along her palm. 


“Uh huh,” he kisses the center of her palm before pulling away. “I would never do sappy shit like 
that before you. If people knew, I'd be ridiculed.” 


“Tt’ll be our little secret,” Pepper assures him, her hand tingling. “Peter is throwing a fit,” she says, 
looking out the window as Peter leans back on his heels, tugging on the doorhandle so hard that his 
face is turning red. 


“Hang on, pal,” Tony jogs up to the front door, lifting Peter up onto his shoulders, the locks 
clicking at the sound of his voice. “J.A.R.V.I.S. doesn’t know that it’s you, he’s gotta scan you 
when we get inside.” 


“Scan me? Like, for bugs?” 


“No, not for bugs,” Tony’s hand rests against the doorhandle, looking back at Pepper as she wheels 
Peter’s suitcase up to the front door. Tony’s aviator sunglasses slip up and down over his eyes, 
Peter toys with the arms of the shades behind his ears. “He’Il scan your eyes, your fingerprints, the 
pitch of your voice — that way he knows it’s you, he’ll give you full run of the house.” And keep 
you out of trouble when I’m not watching you. 


“Can we go inside now?” Peter whines, the arms of the sunglasses pressing uncomfortably against 
Tony’s temples as he tugs on them. 


“We can,” Tony says happily, “now that Mommy’s here. I wanted her to see this too.” 


He throws open the doors to the sound of party poppers, brightly colored strips of confetti 
showering down over them, U and DUM-E whirring excitedly and nearly tearing the WELCOME 
HOME PETER banner that they are holding suspended between them. 


“Peter, this is DUM-E and U,” Tony lifts Peter from his shoulders, holding him out towards the 
bots so that the boy can pat them like dogs. 


“Hi guys.” Peter grins, laughing when DUM-E’s claw gently takes his hand and shakes it, leaving 
U to hold the banner with a dissatisfied hum. “You really are real!” 


“Guess he thought I was lying to him this whole time,” Tony says to Pepper, blinking when she 
pulls his sunglasses from his face, his lips twitching into a smile when she kisses him. 


“You have to admit, it’s a little too good to be true.” She moves closer to him as his arm loops 
around her waist, his hand resting comfortably against her hip. “You find out who your dad is, he’s 
rich, famous, and makes robots. One of those things had to be a lie.” 


“Tt’s the rumors of my devilish good looks that’s the lie,” Tony says knowingly, staggering 
forward when Pepper’s hand slips down to his ass and gives it a pinch. 


“No, it’s not that,” she chuckles, passing Peter’s suitcase to him. 
“Tl get the rest, don’t worry about it. Come in. Guys, you clear a path.” 


DUM-E and U struggle for a few moments, trundling into each other in their haste to clear the way 
deeper into the house, Peter passing between the two robots and waving his hand for them to 
follow him. 


“Go on, you two,” Tony says indulgently. “Show Peter to his room.” 


DUM-E chirps excitedly, the bot’s arm spinning rapidly, its wheels creaking as it speeds to catch 
up with Peter. U follows slowly, the banner dragging along the floor, the party hat that Tony had 
attached to the bot’s arm has started to slip loose. 


“Tl be right back,” Tony says to Pepper, kissing her again because he can — because she’s here 
for a week, there will be no interruptions, she’s his to kiss whenever he wants. “J.A.R.V.LS., why 
don’t you and Pepper get to know each other?” 


“Of course, sir,” J.:A.R.V.I.S. says, Pepper jumping at the sound of the AI’s voice surrounding her. 
“Ms. Potts, it’s an honor to meet you. I have heard much about you.” 


“What have you heard, J.A.R.V.I.S.?” Pepper asks curiously, turning to watch Tony hop down the 
steps to the driveway, a big grin on his face. He’s always this happy on the first day he gets to 
spend with them, but he becomes morose as the days pass and he remembers that he’! have to 
leave them. 


“Oh, that you are the love of Mr. Stark’s life,” J.A.R.V.I.S. says amiably. “He has shown me many 
pictures of you so that I can acquaint myself with your specifications.” 


“My specifications?” Pepper asks, mystified and somewhat lovestruck. Tony had gushed about her 
to his AI, it’s cute, and God, she loves him. 


“Certainly. I admit, pictures can only go so far, the measurements were ultimately estimations, but 
I think that you'll be pleased.” 


“Measurements for what?” 


“Mr. Stark had an entire wardrobe prepared for you, Ms. Potts. He said that you would be 
particularly appreciative of the shoes that he purchased.” 


“J.A.R.V.LS., that was supposed to be a surprise,” Tony complains, heaving Pepper’s suitcase into 


the foyer, his face flushed with exertion. “Feels like you packed the entirety of 5" Avenue in here, 
Pepper, goddamn. I almost threw my back out.” 


“Sounds like an excuse to get me to rub cream into your back,” she says teasingly, her green eyes 
warm with adoration — God, she loves him. 


“Maybe,” Tony says, his expression shifty. “But, yeah, I bought you a few things I thought you 


might like... Over the course of the past six months. Can’t get you out of my head, Potts, I look at 
things and see you in them.” 


“Maybe I'll give you a fashion show later.” She helps him tug the suitcase deeper into the house, 
straying from his side once they reach the living room, drawn to the floor-to-ceiling windows that 
overlook the ocean. 


“T won’t say no to that,” Tony grunts, yanking the suitcase towards his bedroom. “Especially when 
you get into the lingerie.” 


“God, Tony, it’s beautiful here,” Pepper murmurs. “Why would you ever want to leave?” 


He stands in the hallway, staring at her. She is aglow with sunlight, he can see the curves of her 
body through the thin fabric of her sundress, hints of deeper red burn brightly in her hair, her 
slender fingers splay against the glass. He wants to press her against the window, lift the hem of 
her dress, and bury himself inside of her. 


“Mommy, come look at my room!” Peter’s shout echoes into the living room. “Come quick!” 


“There’s not a baby alligator in a tank in there, is there?” Pepper asks Tony as she passes him, her 
hand brushing against his abdomen. 


“There’s an idea.” Tony follows her, his hands slipping into his pockets. “They say I’m a genius, 
Potts, but ’'m nothing compared to you.” 


“Oh my God, Tony,” Pepper says, her eyes widening as she steps into Peter’s bedroom. “How long 
did this take you?” 


“T had help,” Tony admits, leaning against the wall, his head just underneath the model train track 
set into the wall, a train tooting quietly as it passes over Peter’s bed. “Rhodey had a week off, he 
couldn’t move his fingers by the end of it.” 


“Look!” Peter jumps up onto his bed, pointing up at the LEGO Death Star suspended from the 
ceiling. “And — and look at that!’ On the other side of the room is a racetrack that Tony had built 
by hand, carefully carving pieces out of sturdy timber. He had stood in front of the race car section 
of ToysRUs for almost an hour and had ended up buying every one they had. 


“Did I get you enough toys, Peter?” Tony asks, grinning when Peter throws himself backwards 
onto his king sized bed, his arms and legs starfishing out, his head hidden by the huge, fluffy 
pillows that are nearly as big as Peter. 


“T love it,” Peter sighs. 


“Tl get the alligator next time,” Tony says to Pepper, his hand pressing against the small of her 
back. “Though I hope there isn’t a next time.” 


“You think you’ ll be able to move that quickly? Where will you live?” 


“Well,” Tony’s free hand raises to his mouth, scratching at the edge of his jaw with a hum. “I was 
thinking that I’d stay with you, Pep, since you and I are together.” 


“Oh,” Pepper’s eyes widen. “Oh, of course. Of course you can stay with me, Tony.” 


“Mr. J.A.R.V.LS., can you make me breakfast?” Peter sits up suddenly, his hair a mess, his gaze 
traveling around the bedroom in search of J-A.R.V.LS. 


“T’m afraid I don’t possess a physical form, sir, but if I did, I would make you breakfast. I can 
inform you that Mr. Stark purchased several types of breakfast cereal yesterday.” 


“Couldn’t remember if his favorite was Cinnamon Toast Crunch or Fruit Loops,” Tony mutters 
when Pepper glances at him with a small smile. 


“T like both,” Peter says as he rolls off the bed. “Can I have both?” 


“Sounds gross, but I’m in,” Tony ruffles Peter’s hair, nudging him into the kitchen. “Come on, [ll 
make breakfast for everyone.” 


“T think I'll pass on the cereal,” Pepper tucks her hand into his back pocket, walking alongside him 
to the kitchen. 


“Oh, absolutely,” Tony winks at her. “For you, I pull out all the stops. Pll make you an omelet.” 
“The last time you made me an omelet, you ruined my non-stick pan,” Pepper reminds him. 


“Lucky for you, Potts — or maybe lucky for me — I have a million of them. One bowl of assorted 
cereal and an omelet coming right up.” 


Chapter 16 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Pepper wakes to the sound of raised voices coming from the kitchen. She lifts her head groggily, 
rubbing at her aching eyes, squinting against the bright white light bursting out of the television 
screen. She must have fallen asleep during Tony and Peter’s Star Wars marathon. By the looks of 
the empty living room, Peter had fallen asleep too, his stuffed dog and blanket had been moved 
with him to his bedroom. Tony is in the kitchen, she recognizes one of the raised voices as his and 
winces, searching for the remote so that she can better hear what is going on. 


“You’ve lost sight of things,” the unfamiliar voice rumbles, deep and threatening. “This company 
is your birthright, Tony, it’s your legacy. You’re going to give it all up for — for what? A woman 
and a kid?” 


“They’re my family, Obie,” Tony snarls, glass shattering against the countertop. “My father had a 
family and the company —” 


“Your father didn’t neglect the company for the sake of his family,” Obadiah Stane says lowly, a 
more frightening sound than Tony’s harsh shouts. Glass crunches underfoot as someone crosses 
the kitchen, silverware clatters on the countertop and then tumbles to the ground. Pepper can see 
Tony’s shadow on the kitchen floor, dwarfed by Obadiah Stane. The other man grasps Tony by the 
front of his shirt and gives him a brief, teeth-rattling shake. “Listen to me, you idiot. I am trying to 
keep you from ruining yourself. The Board will never shut down the LA campus.” 


“T’m not saying shut it down,” Tony snaps. “Let go of me, Obie.” 


“Fine.” Obadiah’s voice is a soothing murmur now. His hands brush over the front of Tony’s shirt, 
rubbing out the wrinkles. “There, you’re okay. You just — I lose my temper when you talk like 
this, Tony, it’s like you don’t think before you speak. You might as well shut down the LA campus 
if you’re going to move to New York.” 


“We have an entire fucking R&D department full of eggheads who can drum up better ideas than I 
can.” Tony’s shadow grows as he approaches the living room, pausing to open the utility closet, 
pulling a broom and dustpan out. Tony’s shadow kneels, Obadiah looming over him, and Pepper 
shudders. Glass tinkles quietly as Tony sweeps it into the dustpan. Pepper can hear his ragged 
breathing. 


“Tony,” Obadiah purrs. “Don’t be modest. You have always been the brain behind Stark 
Industries. The company won’t make it without you. You can’t — you say it’s not a retirement, but 
I know when you’ re lying, m’boy. You’ ve never been able to get anything past me. Just — all ’m 
asking is for you not to be hasty. You’ ve managed just fine visiting them every few weeks.” 


“There have been months when I haven’t seen them,” Tony mutters, dumping the glass into the 
trash can. “There’s fucking wine everywhere, Pepper’s going to —” he cuts off abruptly. Pepper 
glances at the dark television screen, the sound of the Battle of Hoth no longer blasting through the 
living room. 


She looks over at Obadiah Stane as he steps into the living room, one large hand reaching to turn 
on the overhead lighting. He holds a brown leather briefcase at his side, his tie is undone and 
dangling around his neck, his blue eyes are shadowed and cold as he looks over at Pepper, his 


smile false. 


“Hello, Pepper.” He crosses the room to her in three strides. Pepper doesn’t falter, even though 
she’s wearing her pajamas and feels vulnerable. She extends her hand and Obadiah clasps it in his, 
his fingers nicotine-stained. 


“Nice to meet you,” she says evenly. “I’m sorry. Tony didn’t say that you were stopping by.” 


“Oh, it was an unplanned visit,” Obadiah croons. “Just had to keep Tony abreast of some 
developments before his big trip. ’'m sorry if we woke you, Tony always gets a little loud after 
he’s had something to drink.” 


Tony stands in the doorway to the kitchen, his jaw clenched, wine-soaked clumps of paper towel 
dangling from his fists. 


“IT keep meaning to stop by and meet Peter,” Obadiah announces with a sigh. “Maybe next time. 
Ill take him out for ice cream.” He looks over at Tony with a grin that is all teeth. “Just like I used 
to do when you were a kid, huh, Tony?” 


“Sounds good, Obie,” Tony says tightly, forcefully throwing the sheets of wet paper towel into the 
garbage can. “It’s getting late.” 


“Of course,” Obadiah finally releases Pepper’s hand, his lips pressing into a firm line, suspicion 
glinting in his eyes. “You are a very rare woman, Ms. Potts,” he says, lowering his voice so that 
Tony would have to strain to hear him. “You seem to have done the impossible. I just hope that 
you’re not wasting your time.” 


He turns away from Pepper, raising his hand to Tony in goodbye. “Go to sleep, Tony, and think 
about what we discussed.” 


“Good night, Obie,” Tony says stiffly, trailing after him to the door. Tony remains in the foyer for 
several minutes after Obadiah’s headlights had flashed through the living room. 


Breathing in deeply, Pepper walks to the foyer, uncertain of what to say to him. If she 
acknowledges that she had overheard the argument, Tony might be upset, and she doesn’t want to 
anger him any further. 


“Hey,” Tony mutters as she steps into the foyer, his back to her. He’s a dark shadow, a ball of 
tension, rigid muscle and clenched fists. His body yields under her hands, he leans back against her 
when her arms wrap around his chest, her hands pressing over his heart. 


“Hey,” she kisses the nape of his neck. “Are you okay?” 


“I’m fine,” he says quickly. “Broke a great bottle of cab, I’m sorry. I was clumsy. Did I wake 
you?” 


“No,” she lies, nosing at the soft strands of hair that curl at the nape of his neck, feeling his chest 
shift as he sighs. “Luke Skywalker woke me up.” 


“That bastard,” Tony laughs quietly, reaching up to press a hand against his face. “I’m going to 
make it work, Pepper.” 


“You don’t have to do anything, Tony." He stiffens against her, her arms tighten around his chest to 
keep him from pulling away. “I mean it. You don’t have to move to New York, that was never an 
expectation of mine. I don’t want you to feel like you have to do this to make me happy. Peter 


loves seeing you whenever he can, he understands why you aren’t with us all the time. And, look, I 
was thinking that maybe over the summer, well, maybe Peter and I could move here? He hasn’t 
started school yet —” 


“No,” Tony says firmly, his hand tugging at hers, but she curls her fingers against his chest and 
holds on tightly. “No, I told you that I would move out there to be with you. You have a life, 
Pepper, he has a life there too. I don’t want you to uproot yourselves for me.” 


“But you’re so happy here, Tony,” she says softly. “You need to be somewhere sunny, somewhere 
you can swim and sit out on the beach and think. You don’t like New York.” 


“Tl like anywhere as long as I’m with you,” Tony replies, turning in her arms to face her, her 
hands slipping over his shoulders to rest against his back. “I don’t have a life here, Pepper, not 
really. I came here to get away from everything, the only friends I have are Rhodey and Happy. 
Happy’ ll come with me anywhere I go, Rhodey’|l support me because he knows that being with 
you and Peter makes me happy. Whenever I’m away from you guys, I’m miserable, it doesn’t 
matter if it’s sunny or not.” He swallows, his eyes darting down to her lips, one hand cradling her 
face gently. “I’m going to make it work.” 


“Okay,” she whispers, her lips glancing against his. “I do want you with me, you know.” 


“You’re fucking insane, Potts,” he laughs softly against her lips, his fingers slipping through her 
hair. “You'll be checking into Bellevue in a week.” 


“No,” she smiles. “I won’t. Come to bed?” 


“Are you sure we’re not gonna fall off?” Peter shouts to be heard over the sound of the waves 
crashing against the shore, looking nervously at Pepper — a bright yellow spot on the beach 
beneath a rainbow umbrella, her white sunhat flapping in the wind. 


“We might fall off, but I promise that Pll catch you, okay?” Tony pauses in his paddling, the 
surfboard rising and falling with the wake. Peter sits in front of him, his face tinted white from the 
thick layer of sunscreen Pepper had applied before they had set out for the beach that morning. 
Tony reaches out and tugs the zipper of Peter’s wetsuit higher, tickling under his chin until his son 
laughs. 


“T think I’m too scared,” Peter admits, looking back over his shoulder at the tall waves forming 
further out from them. 


“That’s okay,” Tony says quietly. “We don’t have to surf, Peter, we can just paddle around. Or you 
can go and make some sandcastles with Mommy, and I can surf. But I promise you that it’s fun, 
and,” his fingers prod at the orange life jacket Peter is wearing over his wetsuit. “This’ll keep you 
floating even if I get knocked over.” 


“Tt’s fun, really?” 


“Really,” Tony grins, his arms cutting through the water as he turns the surfboard in the direction 
of the waves, paddling slowly in case Peter decides he’d rather return to the beach with Pepper. 
“T’ve been doing this since I was your age, almost. Sometimes it’s scary, but that’s because ’'m 
stupid and I surf when I shouldn’t, like during thunderstorms.” 


The sky is clear overhead, a never-ending field of blue. The back of Tony’s neck has already 
started to burn, he’ Il peel himself out of his wetsuit later and find his face and neck to be several 
shades darker than the rest of his body. 


“Let’s do it,” Peter decides, his hands grasping tightly at the edges of the surfboard. “But you’ ve 
gotta catch me.” 


“Tll catch you,” Tony promises, his breathing turning harsh as his strokes increase in strength, his 
eyes fixed on the waves as they rise, crest, and fall. “It’s all about timing, Peter, see?” Tony grits 
his teeth as he turns them away from the waves. “We just sit here and wait.” 


Peter looks over Tony’s back at the waves, biting at his bottom lip anxiously. 
“They’re coming,” he tells Tony, poking him in the shoulder. “Daddy, they’re coming.” 


“Timing, Peter, just gotta give it a few more seconds...” Tony looks over his shoulder, calculating 
the momentum of the wave, and then he bursts into action. He pulls them forward, his shoulders 
aching with each deep stroke. “Gotta get up, Peter,” he says as he pushes himself up onto his feet, 
hauling Peter upwards with a grunt. The wave crests behind them, white water rains down onto the 
board, Tony lifts his hand and drags his fingers through the crest of the wave with a bark of 
laughter. 


The wave breaks, the board slips out from under Tony’s feet, the bungee cord wrapped around his 
ankle tugging, and then he’s falling backwards into the water. He lunges forward, his body 
twisting, his hands grasping at the back of Peter’s life jacket. 


Peter is laughing breathlessly when Tony’s head bursts from the water. He covers his face with his 
hands as Tony shakes his head to get the water out of his ears, his hair plastered against his head. 


“That was fun!” Peter grins at Tony. “Let’s do it again!” 


The sun is high in the sky when Tony and Peter come stomping up the beach to where Pepper is 
sitting under the shade of the umbrella, a book spread across her lap. Before she can say anything, 
Tony throws himself onto the towel beside her beach chair, soaking her in cold water. 


“Tony! Ugh, my book’s all wet.” 


He turns his head, grimacing when Peter climbs on top of him and sits on his back, dragging 
fistfuls of sand over his back. 


“T’m all wet,” Tony says morosely. “And cold, and bruised. Your son just made me surf for three 
hours. I can’t feel my legs.” 


“Did you have fun?” Pepper asks Peter, pulling a lunch box onto her lap to supply Peter with a 
juice box. 


His eyes are red from the salt water, but his smile is huge. He sucks down his juice box before 
replying, his voice rasping. 


“You gotta come surfing, Mommy, will you? It’s fun — it looks scary, but it’s fun — and Daddy 
caught me every time! One time, I thought he was sinking —” 


“Because Peter kicked me in the balls,” Tony mutters, pressing his face against the towel, 
shivering when Peter sprinkles sand over his head. 


“But he didn’t!” 


“T don’t think I’d be very good at surfing,” Pepper says as she unwraps a peanut butter and jelly 
sandwich, handing it to Peter, who devours it in huge bites. “Tony, are you hungry?” 


Tony lifts his head, his lips curving into a smirk, and cranes his neck so that he can kiss the top of 
her thigh. 


“Ravenous,” he says against her skin, getting sand everywhere. Pepper doesn’t complain, she cards 
her fingers through his hair, crusted with sand and salt, his breath warm against her skin. 


“What do you want to eat?” 
“Can’t have it in present company. You made bologna sandwiches, right?” 
“Yuck,” Peter says between swallows of his sandwich. “Bologna is nasty.” 


“You have no taste,” Tony turns his head against Pepper’s leg, looking out at the waves, a tired 
smile on his face. He could spend the rest of the day like this, even though Peter is compressing 
the air out of his lungs. Pepper’s skin is soft against his cheek, her fingernails scrape soothingly 
against his scalp, and Peter is building a sandcastle on his back. He leaves for Afghanistan 
tomorrow, but tomorrow is an eternity away. 


“When are you gonna be back?” Peter asks him for the fifth time this morning, kicking his feet 
impatiently against the booster seat. 


“T’ll be back in four sleeps, Peter,’ Tony says, looking out at the private jet through the windshield. 
Rhodey stands at the top of the stairs in his dress blues, his triangular cap tucked under his arm, his 
expression stony. Tony is running late. Rhodey is all about punctuality, it has been drummed into 
him, while Tony is prone to chronic lateness. This morning hadn’t been his fault, not really. He had 
woken up with Pepper pressed against him, her leg had shifted forward, she had mumbled his name 
sleepily, and that had lost them an hour. Then, Peter had lost his stuffed dog, which had resulted in 
a top-to-bottom search of the house. Rufus had been located inside of Peter’s suitcase, packed away 
by Pepper the night before. Breakfast had been scarfed down, there had been a pitstop at 7-11 for 
roadtrip snacks (not celery and peanut butter) as Pepper and Peter are headed to Anaheim with 
Happy once Tony takes off. 


The Rolls Royce pulls up alongside the Audi, Happy Hogan emerges with Mickey Mouse ears on 
his head, a cigarette dangling between his lips. 


“Morning, boss,” he says, his voice muffled by the window as he approaches Tony’s door. 


“Morning,” Tony replies, stepping out of the car and plucking the cigarette from Happy’s lips, 
stomping it out against the tarmac. “Pepper’ Il kill you if she sees you doing that.” 


“T know,” Happy says sadly. ““That’s why I was smoking it now, it’s my last one until she goes 
home.” 


“Youll have fun,” Tony knocks Happy’s ears back. The other man grabs them before they can fall, 
glowering at Tony. 


“IT know where I would rather be,” Happy grumbles. 
“Really, you’d rather go to Afghanistan than Disneyland? [Il trade places with you, Happy.” 


“The last time I rode the Matterhorn I almost broke my back. I couldn’t walk more than a few feet 
for weeks.” 


“IT know,” Tony says cheerfully. “I was there. I made you go on it.” 


“Uncle Happy!” Peter tumbles out of the car and embraces Happy’s legs, looking up at Happy with 
a pleading expression. “Do I have ears? Can I have your ears?” 


“T got you and your mom a set waiting in the car,” Happy gives Peter’s head a gentle pat. 


“Good morning, Harold,” Pepper greets him with a smile, a giggle threatening to spill out of her 
whenever she looks at the ears jutting from the top of his head. “Love your outfit.” 


“Thank you,” Happy says gruffly, flattening his tie against his chest. 


“You’re late, Tony — good morning Pepper, Peter,” Rhodey’s cold tone warms as he addresses the 
others, his hand clasping tightly against Tony’s shoulder. 


“Our fault, Jim,” Pepper says apologetically. “Had a bit of a crazy morning.” 
“How was the ceremony? Did Obie blush when he accepted the award?” Tony asks curiously. 


“Lit up like a red light,” Rhodey nods. “Ceremony was typical, anyways. You would’ve slunk out 
and been downstairs gambling if you’d gone.” 


“You’re probably right. Pll be up in a second, just gonna say goodbye.” 


Rhodey embraces Peter and Pepper before jogging back to the jet. He hurries up the stairs, gives 
the watch on his wrist a tap, his eyes boring into Tony, and steps inside. 


“Mom’s mad at me,” Tony says to Pepper, kneeling in front of Peter with a smile. 


“Here, Happy, let me help with the bags,” Pepper follows Happy to the back of the car, giving 
Tony a private moment with Peter. 


“Youll do what we talked about, right?” 
“Uh huh. I’m supposed to ride the Matterhorn with Uncle Happy.” 


“That’s right,” Tony’s hands rest against Peter’s sides, feeling the bumps of his ribs, the warmth of 
his skin. You’re my son. You’re a part of me. I could have spent my entire life not knowing that you 
existed. What if you had turned 18 and decided that you didn’t want me? Tony shouldn’t be 
grateful for Peter’s leukemia, but now that he’s in remission, he can’t help but appreciate that it 
brought him into Peter’s life. The alternative is unthinkable. 


“You’re crying,” Peter frowns, his fingertip pressing against the tear that trickles down Tony’s 
cheek. 


“Tt’s bright outside,” Tony clears his throat, blinking rapidly. “I forgot my sunglasses.” 


Peter hums, wiping away more tears from Tony’s cheeks when they fall. 


“T love you, Peter,” Tony says quietly. It is the first time he’s ever said it to his son. The lingering 
Tony Stark of his childhood has hesitated for so long, recalling all the times he had said the same 
phrase to his father only to be ignored or met with a derisive snort. Men weren’t supposed to say 
that sort of things to their sons according to Howard — but how could Tony not say it to Peter? 
Howard would probably say that men aren’t supposed to cry when saying goodbye to their son, 
either, so who gives a damn? 


“T love you too, Daddy,” Peter says, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “I'll miss you. 
Maybe next time you can come to Disneyland with us.” 


“T promise,” Tony leans forward, wrapping his arms around Peter, his eyes closing as his son melts 
into his embrace. “I’m gonna miss you so much,” he says as he kisses the top of Peter’s head. “But 
next time I see you, I’m gonna be sticking around.” 


“Really?” Peter looks up at him hopefully. 


“Yep, I’m gonna be living with you and Mommy.” Tony inhales sharply. He had never thought to 
ask Peter for his permission. “You'd like that, right? That would be okay?” 


“T’d love it,” Peter says happily, kissing his cheek. “Could we move into a castle?” 


“Mmm, I don’t know about that,” Tony pulls away from Peter, his hands resting on his shoulders, 
looking into his son’s eyes. “I don’t think Mommy would want to live in a castle. I might be able to 
talk her into a bigger apartment, though.” 


“As long as we have a LEGO room,” Peter decides. 


“Now that I can promise you,” Tony smiles. “Alright, go get in the car. I'll see you when I get 
back.” 


“Bye, Daddy,” Peter grins, skipping over to the Rolls Royce, laughing when Happy lifts him up 
into the air and tosses him into the back of the car. 


“A LEGO room, huh?” Pepper’s hand rests against Tony’s shoulder, her shadow falling over him. 
He turns his head and looks up at her. He feels like his breath has been punched out of him — and 
this is ridiculous, he has gone on trips without them before. There had been Paris (Valentine’s Day, 
when you called her because you missed her so much that it hurt), Shanghai (when you got 
absolutely wasted and fumbled your way through those meetings), and Brisbane (beer, lots of beer, 
and maybe a presentation). This feels different, this trip is going to change his life. He won’t just 
be Tony Stark after this trip — he will be a father, and perhaps... 


Don’t get ahead of yourself, Stark. 


“No tears?” He asks her as he rises to his feet, hugging her gently. Pepper rests her forehead against 
his shoulder, her fingers brushing up and down the length of his back. 


“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” Her voice is thick with emotion, he feels tears soak into the fabric of his 
shirt, she takes a few sniffling breaths before lifting her head to look at him. 


“You'll be safe, won’t you? You'll wear the vest?” 
“T promise,” he says solemnly. “And I’ve got Rhodey with me, he’ll keep me out of trouble.” 


“Well, he might kill you if you don’t get in there soon. He seemed stressed.” 


“We’re on the US Government’s schedule now,” Tony nods. “He’ll probably get reprimanded by 
his commanding officer or something, since he’s the official military liaison for Stark Industries.” 


“He’s your handler,” Pepper says with a watery smile. 


“Has been since I was sixteen,” Tony says, wiping her face gently with his hands. “It'll be fine. ll 
be fine. Get me a churro.” 


“T will,” Pepper promises, sighing as he kisses her, her body pressing flush against his. 


They are alone together, her tongue hot against his, her fingers sinking into the muscles of his 
back, her perfume swirling around him. He kisses her and can’t wait to kiss her again. His hand 
slips down her side, cupping her breast in his palm, feeling her arch against his touch. 


“Tony,” she says breathlessly, her face flushed. “You’ve got to go.” 


“That’s one way to guarantee that I come back to you,” Tony grins, pulling away from her and 
gesturing to the forming bulge in his jeans. “Now what am I supposed to do?” 


“Seal this deal and come home,” Pepper replies, her hands bracing against his chest, her eyes 
finding his. “Be careful. I mean it.” 


“You’ve got it, boss,” he salutes her and steps back, turning away from her with difficultly. 


He scales the steps rapidly, seeing Rhodey in one of the windows, his best friend’s expression 
dour. 


“I’m sorry,” he says to Rhodey, turning in the doorway to wave down at the Rolls Royce. The sun 
glints on the windshield, he can see Happy’s silhouette but nothing else. /t’s okay, he thinks, four 
sleeps and I'll see them again. 


“Alright,” Tony announces, striding down the aisle to sit across from Rhodey. “Colonel Rhodes 
has delayed us long enough, wheels up!” 


“You are such an asshole,” Rhodey observes, watching Tony buckle himself in. 


“Not yet,” Tony says sweetly, flagging down an air hostess. “A round of hot sake is needed, I 
think.” 


“Tony,” Rhodey groans. “We’re working.” 


“We sure are,” Tony agrees with a nod. “Just gotta loosen up the old braincase, that’s all. A little 
hot sake won’t hurt anyone. It’s hot — tea is hot, tea is restorative — hot sake is restorative.” 


“Your logic astounds me,” Rhodey says against his hand, which is pressed against his jaw as 
though he has a toothache. 


“Tt often does that to people,” Tony turns, looking out the window as the jet starts to taxi, the Rolls 
Royce shrinking. He reaches for the ceramic cup placed in front of him, his thumb glancing around 
the rim. 


Rhodey lets them sit in silence, noticing the way Tony’s expression shifts as the jet’s engines roar, 
the runway a blur beneath them. Tony’s eyebrows lift just a fraction, a muscle twitches in his jaw, 
his shoulders tense, and then he takes another sip of his sake as the jet rises into the air. 


“You know,” Tony says, rolling the cup between his hands. “T still don’t know what I’m doing.” 


“What do you mean?” Rhodey places his cap on his knee, his fingers teasing the silver pin affixed 
near the front of the hat. 


“With Pepper and Peter. I used to think — it wasn’t something I was ever going to have. A family. 
I didn’t deserve one. I still don’t. But...” Tony takes another sip, draining the cup. “But they love 
me.” 

“Yeah, Tony, they do love you.” Rhodey looks over at him, his expression softening. “Of course 
they do. You don’t — don’t say that stuff, man. Of course you deserve a family. You’ve been my 
family since I met you.” 


Tony’s nostrils flare as he inhales sharply, looking away from Rhodey, his Adam’s apple shifting 
in his throat as he swallows against the lump that has formed there. 


“Enough mushy shit,” Tony rasps. 
“Mushy shit? You started it,’ Rhodey argues. “You always start it.” 


“More sake?” An air hostess approaches them with a smile, a tray of hot towels steaming in front 
of her. “And hot towels, Mr. Stark.” 


“Yes, hot towels, excellent.” Tony leans forward, taking a hot towel, which he waves at Rhodey 
threateningly. “Come on, Rhodey, relax, drink some more. This deal is in the bag. We’ll blow the 
competition out of the water.” 


“There is no competition,” Rhodey begrudgingly admits, a hot towel settling over his hands. 


“That’s right, baby cakes,” Tony winks. “I’m the best of the best, you’re just there to make me 
look pretty.” 


“You’re gonna need more than me there if that’s your desired effect,” Rhodey says dryly, laughing 
at Tony’s outraged expression, which is soon covered by the hot towel that Rhodey throws at him. 


It is just like old times. Tony and Rhodey settle into their easy back-and-forth, bickering and 
insulting each other with increasingly creative (and sometimes difficult to interpret) insults. Tony 
orders another round, and then another, but even as the edges of the world start to blur and the 
familiar warmth of drunkenness embraces him, he can’t stop thinking about how he would give 
everything up if he could just go home. 


He had fled New York at 19, unable to live in Stark Manor with its lingering ghosts, unwilling to 
live a life in which he would wake in the middle of the night to the distant sound of his mother 
playing the piano years in the past. Nor was he willing to live a life in which he would catch sight 
of his father ducking into the brightly lit entrance of the liquor store as he drove past, his tires 
squealing as he slammed on the brakes, his mouth opening, “Dad?” said on a sharp inhalation. In 
California, he started a new life — one without a family, one with few friends, and drowned out his 
loneliness with whatever he could get his hands on. He’s going to return to New York, the 
triumphant prodigal son, and into the arms of the family that had found him. 


Home isn’t Malibu. It isn’t Stark Manor. It isn’t even Pepper’s apartment. Home is Pepper and 
Peter, and they are waiting for him. 


Chapter End Notes 


there's a bucket here to deposit your grain of salt, or you can keep it as a souvenir! 


this is a choose your own adventure. if you would like to end this story here, with tony 
returning from afghanistan to pepper and peter unharmed, ready to live a life with 
them, please do! 


if, on the other hand, you are in search of a little angst... i have written a short sequel to 
this story and plan to post the first chapter next friday. look out for the sequel "tied me 
to you" which i will link as a series to this fic. 


thank you for reading and for all of the kudos and comments! hope that you enjoyed 
this one 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


